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 Recognition of the need for students with disabilities to receive free and appropriate 
education was brought to the forefront with the passage of Public Law 93 – 112, Rehabilitation 
Act in 1973.  In 1975 Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act was 
enacted requiring all schools to develop and provide a free, appropriate public education for all 
children and youth with disabilities in the regular classroom to ensure an appropriate education.  
However, mandating inclusion in classrooms does not ensure social interaction, which is an 
integral part of learning, especially for early adolescents.  
 This dissertation uses the Chedoke-McMaster Attitudes Towards Children with 
Handicaps (CATCH) 36-item scale to explore the propensity of early adolescent students to 
interact with students with a disability.  With the three component scores (affective, behavioral 
and cognitive) of CATCH as dependent variables, three independent variables (biological sex, 
race, and having a friend with a disability) were investigated for the effects on early adolescents’ 
inclination to socially interact with children with a disability.  A convenience sample of sixty-six 
sixth-grade students from two Northwest Arkansas schools participated in the study.  The results 
indicated both biological sex (females and males) and whether students have friends with 
disabilities did not show significant differences on the dependent measures. However, white 
students had significantly higher affect, behavioral, and cognitive inclusive perceptions toward 
students with disabilities in comparison with non-White students.  The results suggest race could 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Before the passing of targeted legislation, people with disabilities were ignored and often 
denied equal, effective, and meaningful opportunities for education thereby diminishing their 
ability to engage fully in society (U.S. Dept. of Education, n.d.; Switzer, 2003). Laws were, and 
continue to be, developed, expanded, and revised to meet the special and unique needs of all 
students.  Each new law has addressed different aspects of the treatment of students with 
disabilities, beginning with the integration of students with disabilities into classrooms and 
schools and including them in accountability measures mandated by No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB). The emphasis has remained on enhancing the life chances of people who happen to 
have a disability.  This dissertation explores the effectiveness of these measures in furthering 
their life chances and examines how a vital facet of inclusion, social interaction, is not addressed 
in the legislation. The study considered the implications of this missing factor in the United 
States legislation focused on students with disabilities. 
Background 
In 1973, Congress determined that the treatment received by people with disabilities in 
employment settings and in educational institutions constituted discrimination (see Appendix A: 
Timeline of Legislation for Students with Disabilities).  Public Law 93-112 was enacted to 
protected disabled individuals from discrimination by employers and organizations that receive 
federal financial assistance.  Two years later, to address the issue of non-inclusive classrooms, 
the Education of All Handicapped Children’s Act (EAHC) of 1975 was enacted. The purpose 
was to guarantee that students with disabilities receive free and appropriate public education.  
With the passing of EAHC a transformation began in education that entailed providing that free 
and appropriate education for school-age children with disabilities (Office of Special Education 
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and Rehabilitative Services, n.d.).  Prior to the EAHC, educating student with special needs was 
the purview of a few schools specifically designated for this population of students.  With 
enactment of this legislation responsibility extended to all public schools and included their 
facilities, faculty, and administrators (Essex, 2008).  Legislation has been instrumental in 
promoting recognition that the educational experiences of students with disabilities is important 
and worthy of consideration by all schools.   
One-half of the eight million children with disabilities living in the United States were 
receiving inappropriate education when the legislation was passed (Flitter, 1994).  Inappropriate 
education ranged from inadequate and misinformed services to one million children who were 
excluded from public school due to their disabilities (Switzer, 2003).  Before the passage of 
EAHC, students with special needs were denied educational opportunities within public schools. 
Now many students with disabilities are attending schools in their neighborhoods, with fewer 
students being placed in separate buildings or classrooms.  Legislation such as EAHC (1975), 
which was renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), and the NCLB of 
2001 hold schools accountable for making sure students with disabilities are not only educated, 
but also achieve high academic standards (Heward, Alber-Morgan, and Konrad, 2017).  
Achieving educational parity for disabled students was not easy. The stark realities 
regarding the education of students with disabilities had to be publicized to capture the attention 
of lawmakers and the public. Parents were the first policy entrepreneurs to advocate for their 
children and they were instrumental in bringing the issue to the attention of both lawmakers and 
the public.  It was not a swift process. Indeed, parents lobbied for changes in the educational 
treatment of their children as early as the 1930s.  Their policy activism, and refusal to give up, 
was the major impetus for recognition of the need to provide educational opportunities for 
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children with disabilities (Switzer, 2003).  Parents continued to fight for inclusion of children 
with disabilities in public schools during the late 1960s and the 1970s (Flitter, 1994).  They 
recognized that including their children within regular classrooms was integral to removing the 
stigma of “other” and to correcting educational deficits.  They were instrumental in formulation 
of the legislation that was passed for students with special needs.  
The legislative initiative that began in 1975 has undergone several modifications to 
enhance its effectiveness in providing appropriate educational services for students with 
disabilities.  Passed in 1975, EAHC took effect in 1977 (Kirk, Gallagher, & Anastasiow, 2003).  
The EAHC required all public schools receiving federal funds to provide equal access to 
education for students with disabilities.  This Act, also referred to as PL 94-142 indicated that 
disabled students should be placed in the least restrictive environment possible.  As mentioned 
above, in 1990 EAHC was renamed as IDEA.  
The EAHC/IDEA legislation has a long and powerful history of addressing educational 
disparities for students with special needs (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.; Turnbull, Huerta, 
& Stowe, 2008).  However, there remains room for improvement in the programs and services 
provided.   Effective and appropriate implementation of the legislation is highly dependent on 
the political environment, which is greatly influenced by societal values and attitudes towards 
people with special needs (Switzer, 2003; Schneider & Ingram, 1993).  
In 1975 when EAHC was passed, the political environment was focused on acceptance 
and valuing differences between people.  School integration was increasing, and values of 
tolerance and attitudes of acceptance of differences between individuals were integral to the 
society.  Another dimension of education coinciding with the social changes of the time was the 
recognition that early adolescents’ developmental and educational needs were not being 
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adequately met within then current educational system (Schaefer, Malu & Yoon, 2016).  The 
development of middle schools was initiated in the 1960s.  Educational programs were 
restructured to meet the needs of middle school learners.  Middle schools became prevalent, and 
have remained so, because they are an effective means to meet the unique developmental needs 
of this age group (Schaefer, et al., 2016; Kirk, et al., 2003).  The unique organizational structures 
recommended and implemented in middle schools have implications for legislative requirements 
regarding classroom inclusion of students with special needs.  
It is important to note that societal values and attitudes impact children, particularly 
middle level students, and their perceptions toward people with disabilities (Switzer, 2003).  
Legislative emphasis, such as found in IDEA, is primarily focused on academic performance 
because it is easily measured.  Social and emotional issues, critical to student development and 
education, are less visible and less easily measured (Payton et al., 2008; Elksnin & Elksnin, 
2004).  This is especially true for early adolescents in middle schools.   The school practices 
designed, developmentally and structurally, to meet the needs of early adolescents, are 
predicated on their social and emotional realities. Having special needs further impacts these 
realities, causing concern that children with disabilities are not receiving the best possible 
education based on their individual needs.  While measurement of social and emotional factors 
may not be as easy as measurement of academic performance it can be done (Payton et al., 
2008).  
This dissertation concentrates on the promise and outcomes of educational legislation 
specifically designed to support students with disabilities in public school, K-12 classrooms.  
The specific focus is on how the legislation affects the classroom experiences of middle level 
students with disabilities. Legislation mandates that students with disabilities are in classes with 
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students that do not have disabilities. This raises some important questions. How are students 
with disabilities perceived by their peers? What factors affect such student perceptions?  If the 
focus is on student experiences what can be learned about the policy outcomes, in terms of social 
interactions and acceptance, of legislation designed to help disabled students achieve educational 
parity?  
Statement of the Problem 
School reform movements focus on academic instruction and traditionally attribute 
academic failure and/or concerns to factors outside the school (Bowman & Moore, 2006; 
Jackson & Davis, 2000).  Factors outside the school include, but are not limited to, deficient 
home lives, poverty, and negative peer experiences.  Limited attention is given to school and 
classroom practices that impact student performance.  Social interactions and socialization are 
among the variables that receive limited attention regarding their implications and/or influence 
on learning, especially during early adolescence.  Within present-day schools, time for student 
interaction and socialization has been minimized.  The primary focus has been on academic 
testing and less attention has been placed on meeting the developmental needs of middle level 
students (Musoleno & White, 2010).  Bowman and Moore (2006) indicate that with the NCLB 
initiative, educators paid less attention to the social issues that ultimately have an impact on 
children, their educational progress, and later development.  DuBois, Eitel, and Felner (1994) 
and Payton et al. (2008) also indicate that more attention is given to the academic dimension of 
adolescent education and that social issues are often overlooked.  
This has special implications for children with disabilities and their mandated presence in 
the classroom.  Teachers and nondisabled students often view the presence of students with 
disabilities within general classrooms as a distraction and an inconvenience (Cook, Cameron & 
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Tankersley, 2007; Hendrickson, Shokoohi-Yekta, Hamre-Nietupski,& Gable, 1996; Monsen, 
Ewing, Kwoka, 2014; Siperstein, Parker, Bardon, Widaman, 2007).   
What are the implications for inclusion, peer interactions, and socialization, if these 
student’s presence in the classroom is viewed as an imposition?  Such perceptions, when present, 
make disabled students less likely to be included and accepted by teachers as well as peers 
(Monsen, et al., 2014; Payton et al., 2008).    Children with disabilities are present but are they 
appropriately included in their classroom peer group?  This is an important question. The impact 
of legislation on social interactions is vital to children’s educational progress, particularly during 
early adolescence.  During this developmental stage children experience many physical, mental, 
social, and emotional changes.  Children with disabilities are not precluded from these 
developmental changes; however, disabilities bring different dimensions to their manifestations. 
Purpose of the Study 
 The goal of this dissertation is to examine the perceptions of early adolescent (sixth 
grade) students towards peers with disabilities.  The influences of biological sex, race, and 
having a friend with a disability on student perceptions are explored.  To better conceptualize the 
complex issue of development for middle level students and how having a disability affects this 
development, Bronfenbrenner (1979) offers a framework for analyzing the multiplicity of 
environmental influences.  The Russian-born, American psychologist developed the Ecological 
Systems Theory (EST) to better understand how environmental influences (systems) interact to 
ultimately influence how a child grows and develops.  Th framework of EST can be used to 
evaluate interacting influences or systems and offer insights regarding the effectiveness of 
legislation in reaching its goals of providing equitable educational services for children with 
disabilities.  This study is particularly unique as it will consider varied environmental influences 
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on social interactions and perceptions.   Bronfenbrenner (1979) best describes the complex 
interrelated systems of human development through EST, which considers the immediate 
environment and its participants (e.g. family, teachers, and community) as well as interactions 
within the larger societal context.  
 Complementing Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) EST focus on the concomitant effects of 
environmental variables on human development, Schneider and Ingram’s (1993) theory 
regarding the influence of social construction on establishing policy will be used to provide a 
better understanding of the impact of IDEA legislation which is designed to place students in 
regular classrooms, its resultant policies and how the policies are enacted.  The research provides 
a method of understanding why particular groups are more socially advantaged than others.  The 
time and circumstances of a policy will have implications for when legislation is enacted in 
response to societal trends.  This is seen in the progression of the laws and how they are 
implemented over the years in response to societal and/or educational changes.  For example, 
IDEA principles were aligned with NCLB principles to promote accountability as it relates to 
students with disabilities.  IDEA focuses on the needs of individual students and NCLB 
concentrates on school accountability.  If the legislation functions according to projected 
expectations, United States schools will have high quality educational programs that meet the 
needs of ALL students.  The goal is to reach beyond physical access to ultimately improve 
educational outcomes for all students with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).   
Hypotheses 
Legislative mandates are responsible for students with and without disabilities exposure 
to each other within the classroom.  Such exposure has a direct link to student perceptions.   To 
better understand how legislative efforts are reaching their goals to improve educational 
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outcomes by including students with special needs within classrooms and by accountability 
measures, the following hypotheses are explored in this dissertation.  
Hypothesis 1:  Females will have more inclusive perceptions than males toward individuals with 
disabilities on affect, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions.    
Hypothesis2:  Non-White students will show more inclusive perceptions than White students 
towards individuals with disabilities on affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions.   
Hypothesis 3:  Students who have a friend with a disability will show more inclusive 
perceptions than students who do not have a friend with a disability on affective, behavioral, and 
cognitive dimensions.  
To facilitate reader understanding terms that are specific to this policy arena and are of 
inquiry are defined next.  
Definition of Terms 
Continuum of Educational Services - Individualized services available to students with 
disabilities (Anfara, Andrews, & Mertens, 2005). Services range from most restrictive to least 
restrictive services based on the student’s individual need (Salend, 2011). 
Disabilities - Unique mental characteristics; sensory and/or communication abilities; and/or 
behavior, emotional and/or physical characteristics that are diagnosed as requiring additional 
attention and accommodations within classrooms (Kirk, et al., 2003; Falvo, 1999).  
Early Adolescence - The period of life (10 to 14 years) when unique physical, social, emotional, 
and cognitive changes occur (Blume & Zembar, 2007; Caissy, 1994; Lounsbury, n.d.; Manning, 
1993; National Middle School Association, 2010).  
Inclusion - The premise/concept of including students with disabilities within “regular” 
classrooms.  Disabled students are placed in general education classes full-time with nondisabled 
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peers regardless of any other factors (“learning ability, race, linguistic ability, economic status, 
gender, learning style, race, cultural and religious background, family structure, and sexual 
orientation,” (Salend, 2011, p. 8).  Included students ideally have a complete support group to 
help them adjust to the classroom (Salend, 2011). 
Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) - A concept that requires schools to educate students with 
disabilities in schools close to their homes and  with students from their neighborhoods.  
Students should be included as much as possible in school activities with students who do not 
have disabilities (Heward, et al., 2017; Salend, 2011).  
Mainstreaming – An approach that advocates that students with disabilities be placed in general 
education classes with little, if any, additional classroom support.  The students receive 
assistance from their regular teachers.  The students might have slight adjustments to tests, 
quizzes, or other assignments but appear to learn the same material and will show positive gains 
from such classroom placement (Salend, 2011).  
Middle Level Education - An educational approach/philosophy that recognizes the unique 
developmental needs of early adolescents (age 10 – 14).  
Middle Level Schools - Schools that usually house students in some combination of grades 5th – 
8th. The environment is structured to provide developmentally appropriate instruction and 
services to meet the unique needs of this age group (Manning & Bucher, 2011).  
Perception - A mental impression of understanding and/or interpreting something through the 
senses.  A perception can include both positive and/or negative attitudes toward an individual 
and/or a group based on previous experiences (Hunt & Marshall, 2012; Salend, 2011). 
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Special Education – Specifically designed services for students with disabilities.  Teachers and 
other professionals provide individual services for students with behavioral, cognitive, social, 
emotional, physical, health, and/or sensory disabilities (Salend, 2011). 
Summary  
 In Chapter 1, background information, a statement of the problem, the purpose of the 
study, the research questions, and definition of terms are provided.  Information about the history 
of United States legislation focused on the treatment of students with disabilities within the 
educational system is discussed.  The reasons for legislation culminating in the mandated 
presence of students with disabilities in public schools are explained.  The limitations of IDEA, 
in its goal of enhancing the life choices of students with disabilities, given its lack of recognition 
of and attention to social factors affecting including them in classrooms serves as the rationale 
for the investigation that is the subject of this dissertation.  An overview of the theoretical 
framework for the study, including Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and Schneider 
and Ingram’s Social Construct Theory (SCTP), is provided along with developmental 
information about the targeted population; early adolescents and the middle schools designed to 
meet their unique needs. The research hypotheses are also presented. Chapter 2 provides the 
literature theoretical frameworks grounding the research. In addition, current research on the 
development of middle level students, educational accommodations for students with disabilities, 
and students’ perceptions are discussed.  Chapter 3 addresses the procedures, participants, 
measures, and analysis used for the study.  Chapter 4 presents the findings for each hypothesis. 
Chapter 5 provides an interpretation of the results as they relate to current research, the 
limitations of the study, and implications for further research. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Chapter One of this dissertation presents background information on legislation designed 
to help students with disabilities achieve educational parity with students who do not have 
disabilities, a statement of the problem, the research hypothesis, and defined terms relevant to the 
research setting. Within this chapter, the analytical/conceptual framework for the study is 
identified.  A theoretical framework that embodies a holistic view of students, their multifaceted 
influences during middle school, and the implications for students with disabilities is detailed.  
Current research surrounding the development of middle level students and the importance of 
socialization for this group is presented.  The important role played by legislation in allowing 
students with disabilities in regular classrooms and the varied means used to incorporate them 
within such classrooms is discussed.  
The author believes there is cause for parents, teachers, and advocates to be concerned on 
the part of both nondisabled and disabled students that legislation cannot mandate socialization, 
nevertheless, the legislation is important. Without effective legislation disabled students lives 
and opportunities would remain limited.  The lives of both groups are enriched through increased 
interactions in and out of our classrooms. The reader will develop a better understanding of how 
individuals’ perceptions of disabled people has led the way in establishing US. disability 
policies.  The chapter includes current research about the impact of biological sex, race, and 
having a friend with a disability within public schools on social outcomes for students with 
disabilities.    
The term “disabilities” has been used to describe people with physical and/or emotional 
concerns that necessitate additional assistance to function in society.  In the context of the 
classroom, a student with a disability has unique mental characteristics; sensory and/or 
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communication abilities; and/or behavior, emotional and/or physical characteristics that are 
diagnosed as requiring additional attention and accommodations within classrooms (Kirk, et al., 
2003; Falvo, 1999).  The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 2004 requires 
that great effort be made to include children with disabilities in the most appropriate and least 
restrictive classroom situation.  According to the National Center for Education “in 2018 – 2019, 
the number of students ages 3 – 21 who received special education services under the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was 7.1 million, or 14 percent of all public school 
students.  Among students receiving special services, 33 percent had specific learning 
disabilities” (Hussar, 2020, p. 71).  Because of the number of students impacted by the 
legislation, the intersecting environments, and the potential for societal transformation, the 
history and outcomes of the laws warrant attention.  How effectively is the legislation meeting 
the needs of children, and since we acknowledge that social interactions and acceptance may be 
difficult to legislate, what factors influence nondisabled students’ social acceptance of their 
disabled peers, especially among early adolescents in middle schools?  
Legislation has been designed to place students with disabilities in the regular classrooms 
(see Appendix A:  Timeline of Legislation for Students with Disabilities) but the issue of 
socialization has been widely ignored.  To better understand and address this question several 
literature streams have been examined. First is literature regarding early adolescent development 
and middle level education; second, literature examining legislative and curricular measures for 
including students with disabilities in schools: and third, literature addressing non-disabled 
students’ perceptions of people with disabilities.  Policy implications regarding the inclusion of 
students with disabilities in classrooms, especially related to middle level students’ socialization 
during school hours are explored.  To conceptualize the varied issues involved in this question, 
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Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (EST) (1979) regarding the complex interrelated 
systems of human development and the Social Construction of Target Populations  (SCTP) 
developed by Schneider & Ingram (1993) are used as a theoretical and conceptual frameworks 
for addressing the issues.  
Analytical/Conceptual Framework  
Bronfenbrenner’s EST (1979) and Schneider and Ingram’s SCTP (1993) were chosen to 
conceptualize and analyze the political and social context of the education of middle school 
students with disabilities.  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) EST provides a framework that illustrates 
the complex interrelated systems of human development; it underscores the multifaceted 
influences on the developmental process which is especially cogent for students with disabilities.  
Schneider and Ingram’s (1993) SCTP theory maintains that social constructions (i.e., stereotypes 
and societal perceptions of certain groups) influence the development of public policy, resulting 
in influences on the policy agenda as well as the selection of policy tools.  The theory provides a 
rationale for how policy choices are made.  The theories, together, give insight on the legislation 
enacted and the resultant school measures taken to meet the need of varied students 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Schneider & Ingram, 1993). 
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory  
For Bronfenbrenner, development involves “the way in which a person perceives and 
deals with his environment” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 3).  He emphasized the importance of 
“experienced” (p. 22).  For example, environmental experiences are important, but ultimately 
how these experiences are perceived by the person in the environment is paramount.  The term 
“Ecological” reflects the environment, its influences, their interactions, and their 
interdependence in how they affect development.  Characterized as “nested”, Bronfenbrenner 
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(1979) describes the various systems within the ecological environment as a set of Russian dolls.  
Each structure moves from the innermost level to the outermost.  The interactions within and 
among the layers of the structures, or systems, as they are referred to within the theory, are key 
to understanding EST.  There are five environmental systems that collectively influence an 
individual’s ecology:  Microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005).  
The microsystem is the innermost level of EST; it is the immediate setting where all 
individuals live.  This is the first system and the environment that influences the individual the 
most.  This includes family, parents, peers, and teachers at school and/or church.  According to 
Bronfenbrenner (1979) the interactions directly affect how a child grows.  Each of the systems 
begins with the microsystem.  Experiences with varied entities within one microsystem (e.g., 
family) can directly interact with entities from another microsystem (e.g., teachers) (Hong, 
Algood, Chiu, & Lee, 2011).  Bronfenbrenner (1979) states that the interactions within the 
microsystem have a bidirectional influence.  The outer layers can influence the inner layers.  For 
example, a child whose parent lost his or her job can influence the child’s activities.  The child 
may not be able to participate in the same activities due to a decrease in available money.  
Similarly, the child’s behavior at school can influence the parents’ behavior.  They may have to 
leave work frequently due to the child’s behavior, resulting in problems at work.  A bidirectional 
influence can occur among all levels, but those within the microsystem are the strongest and 
have the most impact on the child.  The influence is strongest because this is the environment 
where the child initially learns about the world.  Woolfolk (2010) points out that every person 
develops within a microsystem (family, friends, school, activities, teacher, etc.).  
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The second level, the mesosystem, further examines the immediate, innermost settings 
within the microsystem by looking at the relationships among them.  These experiences are 
important and provide a window to better understand the relationships within the microsystem.  
For example, according to Bronfenbrenner (1979), if a student’s parent or guardian is actively 
involved in school activities, this may influence the student’s development in several ways.  
Messages, ideas, and concepts regarding behavior and beliefs are most likely more in sync, or 
congruent, between home and school, thereby enhancing the child’s development because of 
consistency of expectations.  A bi-directional influence involves a specific incident within the 
microsystem.  Within the mesosystem individual bi-directional influences, although separate, 
together influence the child.  This system includes all the interactions in the microsystem that 
have an influence on the child.  Such interactions during this time can have a positive or negative 
impact on early adolescent development.  Good communication and interactions within the 
mesosystem are referred to as solitary, negative interactions are described as dual 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  More than one link during this time is called multiply linked; when 
there is no additional link it is described as weakly linked (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  For children 
with disabilities, multiple links are involved within the microsystem (i.e., family classroom 
teacher, resource room teacher and/or aide, etc.).  These multiple links have special significance 
within the mesosystem which in turn has several implications for the development of children 
with disabilities.  
The third level, exosystem, focuses on how the person’s development is affected by 
specific events within the child’s sphere, although he or she may not be physically present within 
it.  The exosystem involves the link between the social setting and the student even if the student 
does not have a direct, specific interaction within it.  One or more activities in the exosystem 
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may affect the developing individual.  This system is an extension of the mesosystem because it 
includes the linkage and processes between two or more settings (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  For 
example, the negative effects a student may experience if a parent or guardian is laid off from 
work.  The family income may decrease, thus negatively affecting the student.  
The fourth level, macrosystem, describes the larger societal culture in which the middle 
level student lives. It considers the three previously mentioned levels (microsystem, mesosystem 
and exosystem) with the understanding that the culture and subculture are distinctly different for 
each setting. Bronfenbrenner (1979) points out that “public policy is a part of the macrosystem 
determining the specific properties of exo-, meso-, and microsystems that occur at the level of 
everyday life and steer the course of behavior and development” (p. 9). 
The final system, chronosystem, was added later, to include environmental or 
sociohistorical changes the student may experience (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). The nested network 
of the interactions ultimately results in the individual’s ecology (Stayhorn, 2010). Societal 
influence on children’s development is the key to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) EST theory. A 
middle level student’s interpretation of societal influences will impact every part of their life. 
The complexities and interconnections influence an individual’s development and one’s 
perceptions of self and their place within society. This human development theory describes 
socialization as the ultimate way to become a member of society. 
Bronfenbrenner (1979) points out that each culture or subculture has a “blueprint” (p. 4) 
that can be changed, resulting in behavior changes. Consistent with the analogy of nested dolls, 
there are varied areas affecting development, namely society, community, family, and schools; 
they are intertwined and are not always singular in their effects. However, there is little research 
on how school, family, and development simultaneously affect early adolescent students. 
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Bronfenbrenner (1979) describes socialization as the way people ultimately become 
members of society. In this context, for students with disabilities socialization is especially 
important given legislative history, its rationale of enhancing a school child life chances, and the 
educational implications legislation has for classroom practices. This study considers how a 
student’s perception influences his or her attitude toward people with disabilities. Duerden and 
Witt (2010) support the use of a holistic approach such as Bronfenbrenner’s EST (1979) to 
improve the quality of programs offered to middle school students. Programs that are designed 
appropriately can play a key developmental role in youth becoming fully functioning adults 
(Payton et al., 2008).  Using a more holistic approach to program design influences multiple 
contexts of the youths’ lives, resulting in a more powerful and sustainable developmental impact 
(Duerden & Witt, 2010). The findings from this study regarding nondisabled student’s 
perceptions of their disabled peers can provide a more comprehensive picture of the 
effectiveness of legislation designed to promote inclusion of disabled students in classrooms. By 
creating these environments our government increases the possibility that educating disabled 
students socially, emotionally, and physically ultimately results in successful integration into 
society. It is important to encourage quality activities that will result in positive development for 
all students (Duerden & Witt, 2010). Early adolescent’s homes, schools, and communities 
profoundly influence how they progress into young adulthood.  
Brown, Higgins, Pierce, Hong, and Thoma (2003) investigated home and social life and 
the possible effects these variables have on student’s education. Lack of belonging and feelings 
of alienation, along with feeling cut off from family, friends, school, and/or work were the areas 
of interest for the study. The authors built on Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) article “Alienation and the 
Four Worlds of Childhood”. The study surveyed 200 students enrolled at two large metropolitan 
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high schools located in the southern United States. The students completed a 9-item demographic 
survey and a 25-item Student Factors Questionnaire (SFQ) designed to determine a student’s 
level of alienation. Students were asked how they felt about their entire school life experience.  
Results showed that students who received instruction only in special education 
classrooms were more likely to feel alienated.  A notable proportion of male students reported a 
significantly higher feeling of meaninglessness and normlessness than female students. African 
American and European American students also reported different degrees of feelings of 
alienation, with African American students feeling more alienated than European American 
students (Brown et al., 2003). The study was most interested in the student’s home and social life 
and the potential effects these variables exert on their education. Student alienation is not a new 
issue; researchers continue to evaluate factors that cause some students to feel alienated (Brown 
et al., 2003). Establishing environments that encourage community allows students, particularly 
students with disabilities, an opportunity to develop relationships with people from diverse 
ethnic and linguistic backgrounds. This is important because students are less likely to value 
their education when their school does not represent who they are or refuses to consider their 
lives (Brown et al., 2003).  
Results from this study indicated that students with disabilities are more likely to have 
feelings of alienation than students without disabilities. They may be more affected by policies 
and attitudes if they are unable to participate fully in school activities. There is little research on 
how feelings of alienation experienced by students with disabilities may contribute to negative 
self-images and increased dropout rates. Consequently, such social issues must be evaluated in 
order to better understand students, particularly middle school students, during this unique time 
of development. This study will evaluate nondisabled middle level students’ inclusive 
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perceptions of students with disabilities to better understand their attitudes toward this unique 
group. The study will consider how these inclusive perceptions influence nondisabled students’ 
propensity to socialize or interact with disabled students thereby affecting the disabled students 
feelings of alienation.  
Hong, Cho, and Lee (2010) point out the importance of using an Ecological approach to 
better understand the complicated interactions that occur among the varied systems outlined by 
Bronfenbrenner (1979). This is especially true for students with disabilities given the legislative 
mandates that place them in nonrestrictive settings with nondisabled students. DuBois et al.  
(1994) state that important social issues have not received as much attention and/or concern as 
has academic education. As research continues to evolve around middle level students, the 
educational environment is recognized as an important component. This study is necessary 
because it will look at social interactions and the perceptions about social inclusion held by early 
adolescent students toward those with disabilities. The above studies recognize the importance of 
considering a holistic approach to better understand adolescent behavior. Schneider and Ingram 
(1993) emphasize that social constructions influence the policy agenda as well as the selection of 
policy tools. The next section will consider implications for politics and policy by discussing 
social construction of target populations and its implications for legislation mandating the 
inclusion of students with disabilities (Schneider & Ingram, 1993).  
Social Construction of Target Population 
To explore legislation that may influence middle school student’s perception of people 
with disabilities, this study uses Schneider’s and Ingrams’ theory (1993) of Social Construction 
of Target Population (SCTP). This theory asserts that varied populations, based on their societal 
constructions, influence public officials and shape both the policy agenda and the design of 
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policies (Schneider & Ingram, 1993). Based on this premise, this dissertation explored the 
phenomena surrounding legislative policies that include students with disabilities within 
classrooms but neglect the need for socialization to realize the goal of enhanced life chances.  
“The social construction of target populations refers to the cultural characterization or 
popular images of the persons or groups whose behavior and well-being are affected by public 
policy” (Schneider & Ingram, 1993, p.334).  People, individuals, and groups fit in certain 
constructions. Social constructions are “stereotypes developed by politics, culture, socialization, 
history, the media, literature, religion” (Schneider & Ingram, 1993, p.335). Positive constructions 
include positive images of the group or individual; they are recognized as smart, intelligent, and 
honest. Negative constructions have images that display them as undeserving, stupid, dishonest, 
and selfish (Schneider & Ingram, 1993).  
The authors point out the issues surrounding SCTP need empirical analysis (Schneider & 
Ingram, 1993).  Data can be collected through legislative history, statutes, and media coverage as 
well as from interviews and/or surveys.  Progress, or lack of progress, in changing social 
perceptions of target populations can be tracked through research analysis. It is not only possible 
to determine whether there has been progress or a lack of progress, it is also important. The 
SCTP theory recognizes how power and social constructions play a role in the electoral process, 
creating four types of target populations (i.e., advantaged, contenders, dependents, and deviants). 
Each group has a positive or negative construction, coupled with either weak or strong power 
(Schneider & Ingram, 1993).  
Schneider and Ingram (1993) use the following terms to describe each group. The 
advantaged groups have both a positive construct and strong power (e.g., the elderly, businesses, 
veterans, and scientists). Contenders have a negative construction and strong power (e.g., the 
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wealthy, big unions, and minorities). Dependents have a positive social construction but have 
weak power (e.g., children, mothers, and the disabled). Deviants are considered the weakest 
because they have a negative social construction and weak power (e.g., criminals, drug addicts, 
and gangs). This dissertation focuses on the dependent group/category as it relates to legislation 
designed for people with disabilities. How this group has been socially constructed and received 
by society has shifted over time largely due to the legislative measures instigated by parents of 
children with disabilities, as discussed in the introduction. This shift is analogous to the nested 
macrosystem and chronosystem found in EST (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This dissertation asserts 
that it is time to reexamine this issue. Has the social construction or perception of disabled 
students changed, and has this change (if any) affected the life experiences of this group?  
Schools are the microsystems where these issues are manifested. They should be 
organized and designed to meet student needs. The next section of the dissertation looks at early 
adolescence and middle school as the primary site where these ideas converge. 
Middle Level Students  
Early Adolescence  
The focus of this dissertation is on early adolescents and the middle schools that were 
developed to meet the unique needs of students this age. Of particular interest are: (1) Physical 
and social development; (2) the relationship between the two; (3) the implications of having a 
disability for these areas; (4) and the implications of the first three areas for school practices 
during early adolescence. 
Early adolescence is the developmental period from ten to fifteen years old and this may 
be one of the least studied groups in our society (Caissy, 1994; Lounsbury, n.d.; Manning, 1993; 
National Middle School Association, 2010). The lack of research on this population group  is 
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largely due to the recent acknowledgment that early adolescence is a separate area of 
development.  Acknowledging early adolescence as a developmental period between childhood 
and adolescence (Caissy, 1994; Lounsbury, n.d.; Manning, 1993; National Middle School 
Association, 2010) became more prominent in 1973. Early adolescence is considered a unique 
developmental stage in the life span (Blume & Zembar, 2007). This is the only time in an 
individual’s life, other than infancy or toddler years, that he or she will experience such a variety 
of change, development, and growth in such a short amount of time (Caissy, 1994; National 
Middle School Association, 2010). How these experiences are handled by an individual has 
implications for their later development.  
Blume and Zembar (2007) point out that during early adolescence there are four 
developmental domains used to describe students. The developmental domains are physical, 
cognitive, affective (emotional), and social (Blume & Zembar, 2007). Although researchers 
discuss these areas of development separately, it is important to emphasize a holistic approach to 
understand that biological, psychological, and social factors (the developmental domains) 
operate together, resulting in growth and change.  
 Berk (2014) also points out that the developmental changes happening during early 
adolescence operate together and result in a significant impact on academic achievement and 
self-concept. For example, a student who is physically developing at a slower rate than his or her 
peers may have problems socially. The student may be frequently laughed at or ridiculed by 
other students, causing devastating effects to his or her social life and self-image and affecting 
his/her desire to attend and achieve in school (Caissy, 1994). All the stages of development are 
interrelated, however, much adolescent behavior can be attributed to physical development 
(Caissy, 1994).  
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Physical Development 
Biological, genetic, and environmental factors influence the physical changes students 
experienceduring this growth period. Biological (nature) and environmental (nurture) 
experiences determine growth and change, temperament and personality, and social influences 
during early adolescence (Zembar & Blume, 2009). Biological influences are the genetic codes 
passed down through the chromosomes of parents, grandparents, great-grandparents and so on. 
Such biological influences include height and bone length, motor milestones, and brain 
characteristics. The authors describe maturation, reaction range, and niche-picking (Stamps & 
Groothius, 2010) as ways genetic information may interact with the environment to influence 
development. Maturation is the process when genes guide development over time. All children 
go through the process of development, a biologically controlled release of growth hormones that 
can only be interrupted by extreme environmental interferences (e.g. malnutrition or chronic 
illness).  
During early adolescence physical development is more than gains in height and weight 
(Zembar & Blume, 2009). The process of physical growth during this time is very complex. 
During early adolescence students are experiencing a physical transformation that occurs in their 
facial structure, body proportions, bone growth, as well as fat and muscle tissue distribution 
(Zembar & Blume, 2009). Childlike body shapes are transforming into more mature physical 
forms, all influenced by nature and nurture (Blume & Zembar, 2007). Most middle level students 
are less likely to communicate why their physical body is more developed than to address some 
of their other abilities. Middle level students experience a multitude of changes in a short period 
of time. The changes happen so rapidly that they themselves are mystified about how to explain 
what is happening to them. The genetic makeup of each student is different, which will influence 
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physical changes such as the timing of puberty.  Chronological age alone is an inadequate 
indicator of middle level student’s development during this time in their life (Walker-Hirsch, 
2010).  It is imperative that all students receive adequate information concerning the changes 
they are experiencing so they better understand what is happening to them.  Providing such 
information may decrease the anxiety associated with the uncertainty regarding the changes.  
Students with disabilities may need additional information to understand their changing bodies 
within the context of their disability. Their disability may complicate an already difficult stage of 
development (Walker-Hirsch, 2010).       
During early adolescence students may be the same chronological age but are often at 
different points in their physical development (Berk, 2014). There are major changes in a 
student’s body muscle (e.g. fat makeup) that happens with age. Muscle grows differently than fat 
and there is a drastic change during early adolescence (Berk, 2014). Early adolescent students 
may have difficulties adapting to their physical changes once the process begins. They often 
become frustrated because of physical coordination problems, and do not understand the rapid 
change their body is undergoing (Berk, 2014; Caissy, 1994). The rapid changes early adolescents 
experience can cause self-consciousness, sensitivity and even worry about their body changes. 
They often compare themselves with their peers. If they perceive their body to be outside what is 
considered normal, they think something is wrong with them (Stranhan, L’Esperance & Van 
Hoose, 2009).  Most middle level students will have questions about how their body is 
developing. The changes have direct implications for students with physical disabilities.   
During early adolescence puberty begins.  This happens regardless of whether an early 
adolescent has a disability or not (Berk, 2014). The transition from infertility to fertility involves 
biological and physiological changes that have social and cognitive consequences (Zembar & 
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Blume, 2009).  The onset of puberty is unpredictable and once it begins, the age, rate, and 
sequence of development varies greatly among early adolescent students (Berk, 2014; Caissy, 
1994). On average girls are typically 2 to 3 inches taller than boys during this developmental 
period (Caissy, 1994; Blume & Zembar, 2007). During these physical and sexual changes (e.g. 
puberty) students are moving from child to young adult. The exact time puberty begins is not 
predictable, but there are some known variations between boys and girls. Girls enter puberty 
about 18 months to two years before boys (Caissy, 1994; Lounsbury, n.d.). Early adolescent girls 
experience changes in their height and weight, they develop breasts, undergo the appearance of 
pubic and underarm hair. Early adolescent boys may first notice pubic hair and enlargement of 
their genitals. They grow in height and weight along with growing underarm hair and they start 
growing hair on the face, upper lip, leg, and abdomen (Caissy, 1994).  
The physical changes that occur during early adolescence are strongly related to, and will 
ultimately influence, other developmental areas (Berk, 2014; Walker & Lirgg, 1995). For 
example, the student who is well developed and nice looking may have better social experiences 
than students who develop late or, for example, suffer from acne. In this context it is important 
that children with disabilities may have various degrees of impairment that may affect their 
maturation. Some physical disabilities may cause mobility and speech problems. Those with 
severe or profound mental retardation are at risk of extreme developmental delays, which affects 
maturation (Hunt & Marshall, 2012). Student maturation processes means that their cognitive, 
social, and psychological needs are changing (Caissy, 1994). This period of life, early 
adolescence, is important because this is when students develop beliefs about themselves. They 
decide their philosophies and values of life and make decisions about personal identity. This may 
also be the last time adults can influence their future direction in life (Manning, 1993).  
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Early adolescents are becoming more independent and spending less time with their 
parents. They are concerned about their body image, their looks, and their clothes. Because of 
the rapid physical changes there is typically a period of self-consciousness, sensitivity, and 
comparing oneself to other peers. The changes may not occur on a predictable schedule. There 
may be times of awkwardness of appearance, physical mobility, and coordination. During this 
time early adolescent students have two major needs, a need to belong and a need to find out 
who they are (Manning, 1993).    
Depending on type of disability, the challenges of early adolescent physical development 
may be exacerbated for some students.  Social skills as well as daily living skills are affected 
(Hauser-Cram, Warfield, Shonkoff, & Krauss, 2001). Students with developmental challenges 
are further challenged as they transition during middle school years. Early adolescence can be 
overwhelming for any child. For a child with a physical disability and/or health impairment the 
process can be especially traumatic as having a disability may compound the difficulties 
associated with adolescence. It is important that communities, schools, and families work 
together to provide the best environment possible during this important time of development 
(Hauser-Cram, et al., 2001). 
Social Development  
Theoretically, this is the time of life where children/youth develop feelings of 
competence.  With all the changes associated with adolescence, feelings of competence are 
crucial in addressing and accepting the myriad changes; physical and social.  Students who lack a 
feeling of competence may not develop a feeling of enjoyment and pride in good work (Hauser-
Cram, et al., 2001). Adolescence has serious implications for identity development (Blume & 
Zembar, 2007) which begins, and is integral to, this stage of development. During this time 
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students begin to look inward to determine who they are. They ask themselves important 
questions about personal values and beliefs while in this in-between stage of development. They 
no longer rely solely on their parents and/or family for advice and direction concerning their life 
(Blume & Zembar, 2007). The importance of home, school, and community needs further 
investigation to better understand their collective influences on students and their development.  
There are different theoretical interpretations of the stages of life that people experience than the 
ones discussed above. Another is explored below. 
Erikson (1963) developed the psychosocial theory of human development that includes 
eight stages. The stages occur in sequence, starting from cradle and ending at the grave. The 
stages are conceptualized around crises prevalent at each age and how these crises are resolved 
via interactions with significant others (Erikson, 1963). For adolescence, students are between 
stage four, industry versus inferiority (6 to 11 years old), where school is instrumental to 
resolving a crisis, and stage five, identity versus role confusion (12 to 18 years old), where the 
emphasis shifts to peers for validation and resolution of a crisis. During stage four, industry 
versus inferiority, children acquire knowledge and learn to take pride in their work and develop 
the desire to do well (Berk, 2014; Erikson, 1963). Erikson considered this time critical for the 
initiation of developing a person’s identity. Erikson’s theory, while important, fails to consider 
early adolescence as a separate, and important, developmental stage.  
During early adolescence children’s friendships become more complex.  They place great 
value on their friendships during this developmental stage.  Student perceptions toward people 
with disabilities during adolescence are an important component of identity development. 
Adolescents with disabilities have additional obstacles because their disability may impact how 
they learn and interact with others. Their ability to ad may cause social adjustment problems 
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(SEELS, 2005). These authors found that according to the social skills rating scores “students 
with learning disabilities or speech, hearing, visual, or orthopedic impairments tend to have the 
most positive social adjustment” when compared to students who have emotional disturbances or 
autism (SEELS, 2005, p. 17).  
Early adolescents like each other because of personal qualities as well as their ability to 
respond to each other’s needs and desires (Berk, 2014). The ability to handle the emotional and 
physical changes of adolescence may become overwhelming and may affect peer relationships. 
Adolescents have a natural tendency to turn to their peers when coping with stress. They are 
sensitive and have a strong desire for approval from other people. At this developmental stage 
students rely on their friends, rather than family, to help manage their stress (Berk, 2014). As 
students attempt to handle these changes, their behavior can become unpredictable and frustrate 
adults (Caissy, 1994).  When early adolescents have unresolved family stressors it may lead to 
behaviors perceived as negative by parents, teachers and community members (McCubbin, 
Needle, & Wilson, 1985).Early adolescent students family relationships may also indirectly 
affect the quality of relationships students have with their peers, as students may emulate 
behaviors shown by their parents. Students who have a supportive family with fewer hostile 
behaviors may more easily attain positive relationships with friends (Conger, Bryant & Elder, 
2002). DuBois et al. (1994) conducted a two-year study on students as they transitioned to early 
adolescence. They investigated parent-child relationships, the social support given to the 
families, and student perceptions of their family environments. The results indicated that students 
had less absences, higher grades, and a higher self-concept when they had positive family 
experiences (DuBois, et al., 1994).  
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Demographic and family characteristics were thus found to have a strong connection to 
middle school student’s social adjustment.  Social skills among regular students, as well as 
students with disabilities, does not develop only through physically integrating students into the 
classroom (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 2006). Special education programs and inclusion 
have allowed students with disabilities the opportunity to receive education in “regular” 
classrooms. However, time within the classroom setting to socialize with other students is also 
necessary to allow those students to develop either positive or negative attitudes toward others 
who are different than themselves. Adolescents need time to get to know each other in order to 
form relationships. How those relationships develop is the result of multiple factors, not only 
family influence, as discussed above. (Smith, et al., 2006). 
Cognitive Development  
Cognitive development during early adolescence involves students becoming not only 
more skilled at understanding logical and concrete information, but they also begin to recognize 
hypothetical and abstract concepts. They can think and understand things from different 
viewpoints as they remain focused on the here and now.  However, they do not fully understand 
future consequences (Blume & Zembar, 2007). A Swiss psychologist and biologist Jean Piaget 
(1977) described four stages of cognitive development which include sensor-motor (0-2 years 
old), preoperational thought (2-7 years old), concrete operations (7-11 years old) and formal 
operations (11-12 years old into adulthood). Middle level students are between Piaget’s concrete 
operational and formal operations stage of cognitive development. Students in the concrete 
operation stage learn best with concrete objects and are not comfortable with abstractions and 
generalizations. During the formal operations stage students are more likely to participate in 
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educational experiences that require conceptualizing abstract relationships and engage in 
inductive thinking as well as in expanding logical thinking (Manning, 1995).  
During middle level development students gradually increase in their logical thought 
processes, improving learning and memory strategies, and beginning to learn through dialogue 
with others (Zembar & Blume, 2009). Manning (1995) states the importance of planning 
cognitively appropriate experiences for early adolescents.  There are certain factors to consider 
when improving early adolescent’ cognitive skills (Manning, 1995). First, cultural and gender 
differences affect early adolescent cognitive development. These differences should be 
considered because they affect motivation, learning, and the meaning of school success. Second, 
cognitive development does not happen in isolation. Third, students who mature either early or 
late are labeled mature and immature. However, their physical maturity does not give any 
concrete indication of how they are developing cognitively (Manning, 1995). Students with a 
cognitive disability may have a difficult time with problem-solving, attention, memory, reading, 
linguistic as well as math, visual, and verbal comprehension.  During middle school all students 
experience unexplainable physical, social, emotional, and cognitive changes.  This already 
difficult time is exacerbated when a middle level student has a disability.  Significant changes 
have evolved in recent years regarding the ways to educate middle level students (National 
Middle School Association, 2010). The next section will discuss the importance of a team 
approach when considering best practices in middle school education. 
Students with Disabilities and Special Education Legislation 
States are required to provide students with disabilities access to the general education 
curriculum. Public schools can no longer ignore that they have a responsibility to children with 
disabilities and to their families. In this regard, children with disabilities have come a long way. 
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They have theoretically moved from academic exclusion and isolation to inclusion and 
participation (Heward, et al., 2017). This dissertation examines how a vital facet of inclusion, 
social interaction, is not addressed by legislation and analyzes social factors that may affect how 
disabled students are perceived by their nondisabled student peers.  
Legislation affecting disabled students and their access to education, and the resulting 
inclusion of students with disabilities within regular classes, is discussed in this section of the 
literature review. The focus is on 2010 disability results, including the number of students with 
diagnosed special needs (Brault, 2012); the range of placements for students with disabilities; 
and the differences among programs used to support inclusive education.   
Approximately 5.2 million (8.4%) American children under 15 years of age were 
reported to have a disability in 2010. Of those, 2.6 million were identified as having a severe 
disability.  A disability is considered severe if a student has a deficit in more than one area that 
significantly limits his or her ability to function in society (Brault, 2012).  Among children ages 
6 to 14, about 4.5 million (12.2%) had a disability of some type and level of severity. Of that 4.5 
million children, 3.4 million (9.3%) had a mental, emotional, or developmental condition; 
692,000 had a learning disability; and 1.9 million had Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
(ADHD). Children with intellectual or developmental disabilities numbered 1.7 million (Brault, 
2012).  The large number of middle level students being included in public school environments 
make it necessary that communities, teachers, and parents explore methods to help all students 
during this pivotal developmental period in their lives.  
Special Education includes specifically designed services for students with disabilities.  
Teachers and other professionals provide individual services for students with behavioral, social, 
emotional, physical, health, and/or sensory disabilities (Salend, 2011).  The term Special 
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Education encompasses a variety of organizational and instructional measures used by schools 
that are designed to meet the needs of students with disabilities. Over the years, school 
environments have changed and expanded to include students with physical, cognitive, language, 
learning, sensory, and/or emotional abilities that affect their learning in certain areas. After 
revisions to IDEA were passed by Congress (September 2011), instruction within a regular 
classroom by a regular teacher, in consultation with other professionals if necessary, is 
recommended and mandated in some cases. This method is considered the most effective way to 
include disabled students in classrooms with their nondisabled peers.   
The role of teachers in special education is to provide instruction specifically designed to 
meet a child’s individual needs (Heward, et al., 2017).  In some cases, depending on the needs of 
a student,  children are taught by teachers who move between schools or they are pulled out of 
the regular classroom for certain subjects and taught by a resource teacher who has special 
training (Hunt & Marshall, 2012). This will be discussed further below. The changed role of 
teachers, and involvement of students with disabilities within regular classrooms, is the result of 
legislation designed to ensure adequate and appropriate education for students with disabilities.  
For middle school adolescents, this is especially cogent given the importance of this 
developmental stage in their lives. This is reflected in the ways that schools are organized to 
meet their unique developmental needs.   
Early adolescence is a difficult time for almost all students. This stage of development is 
often more challenging for students with disabilities. Demands include increasingly difficult 
academic skills, learning self-management and study skills, and developing social-adaptive 
skills. A middle school student with problems in the above areas will have difficulties in school 
(Smith et al., 2006).  For children with disabilities, these skills are intertwined and affected by 
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their special needs.  For example, a child with dyslexia struggles with study skills and 
understanding lessons based on traditional instruction methods. This has negative implications 
for long and short-term academic achievement.  If a student is not advancing academically, it 
may influence the social groups to which that student can belong (Stamps & Groothius, 2010). 
They may be excluded, even ostracized, or treated differently by other students, both in the 
classroom and outside of school.  A child with a disability has a lifelong condition that may 
affect social relationships as well as other areas of development (DeRuvo, 2009).  
Federal laws have helped open the door of opportunity for many children, people with 
disabilities, and their families. For example, the first major legislation, Public Law 94-142, 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, was developed to prevent discrimination in a variety of public 
settings such as employment, transportation, and education. Section 501 of the Act forbids 
organizations and employers from excluding or denying equal opportunities to program benefits 
and services to people with disabilities. The law applies to organizations or employers who 
receive financial assistance from any federal department or agency. The enactment of PL 94-142, 
The Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (EAHCA) started the transformation 
in providing free and appropriate education for school age children with disabilities (Kirk, et al., 
2003; Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, n.d.).   
Legislation states that students with disabilities have the right to a free, appropriate 
program of public education in a Least Restrictive Environment (LRE). A LRE allows students 
with disabilities to be included as much as possible with students who do not have disabilities 
(Heward, et al., 2017; Kirk, et al., 2003). In addition to LRE, disability education now includes 
an Individual Education Program (IEP), and more highly qualified teachers to better meet the 
needs of students with disabilities (Heward, et al., 2017). An IEP is an individualized education 
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plan designed to specifically describe what measures will be taken within the classroom and/or 
school to meet the needs of a specific child with a disability. Federal regulations in 2002 outlined 
in No Child Left Behind (NCLB) emphasized that all students should be taught by “highly 
qualified” teachers.  Through legislation, schools are being held accountable for the academic 
achievement of all students, particularly students with disabilities (Essex, 2008). Thus, schools 
are being monitored to ensure they are providing the best learning environment for students, 
particularly students with disabilities.  To meet the educational criteria established by NCLB a 
continuum of alternative placements has been developed to meet the varied needs of students 
with disabilities.    
The following range of placement options are offered: “Regular class with support from 
regular classroom teachers, regular class with support instructions from special teachers, regular 
class with special resource instruction; full-time special education class in regular school, full-
time special school, residential school, homebound instruction” (Essex, 2008 p. 147; Salend, 
2011). The continuum of educational placement options can be categorized in the following 
ways: Inclusive programs, limited inclusion, and separate programs (Choate, 2004). Inclusive 
programs are when students are placed in the general education classes during the full day, 
students spend full-time in a general education class with consultation from the teacher or, 
students are in the general education class part-time and the other time is spent in a resource 
room (Choate, 2004). Most students fit in this last sub-category of inclusive programs, which is 
considered the least restrictive. Limited inclusion or incidental inclusion includes a full-time 
special education class placement with students from these classes being integrated for lunch, 
recess, or other non-academic activities with students from general education classes. Students 
spend full-time in a special class in a regular school; or students spend part-time in a special 
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school and part-time in regular school. Separate programs are the most restrictive environments 
and fewer students are now placed within this option (Choate, 2004). Separate programs include 
full-day special school, or full-time residential, hospital, or total care setting with no interaction 
with students in general education classes (Choate, 2004). 
The scope of the problem for educational institutions is very large.  Approximately 70% 
of students with disabilities spend a large portion of the day attending classes with students who 
do not have a disability (Choate, 2004; Kaye, 1997). About 40% spend approximately four-fifths 
of their day in mainstream classes. Thirty percent spend two-fifths of their class time with 
students with no disabilities. The remaining part of the student’s day is spent in special education 
or resource rooms. Twenty-four percent spend their day in separate classes in regular schools. 
The remaining five percent are enrolled in separate schools or facilities for children with 
disabilities. These children have even less exposure to children without disabilities. Over the past 
25 years the IDEA population has increased by approximately thirty-seven percent. About 
fourteen percent of all students are receiving services under IDEA today. The increase of 
students with disabilities in education is a result of first, identifying students with disabilities 
from birth to age five. There are more preschool and early intervention opportunities available. 
Second, in 1997 the term “disabled” included “developmentally delayed” students (New 
American Foundation, 2013).  More students are receiving public education and schools need to 
implement techniques that increase the chances that all students will be successful regardless of 
their ability.  
Students start in the LRE and move up or down the continuum toward a more or less 
restrictive environment until their needs can be met. The LRE is a relative concept because what 
constitutes LRE for one child may be completely inappropriate for another child (Salend, 2011). 
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Legislation states that services shall be provided to students with disabilities, however, the law 
does not specifically state how this should be accomplished (Salend, 2011; Salvia, Ysseldyke, & 
Bolt, 2010). The implementation process could take several years because school districts have 
many responsibilities surrounding children with disabilities. Implementation is difficult and will 
likely look different for each school district. Implementation is created when there is interaction 
among administration, teachers, and students (Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002). Including 
students with disabilities in general education is more than just a program or having a place in a 
classroom. 
A familiar approach that was used to integrate children with disabilities into regular 
classrooms is called mainstreaming. Mainstreaming can also encompass limited classroom 
inclusion. Through this approach, children with disabilities are integrated into the regular 
classroom whenever possible. The method was developed to ensure that all children, regardless 
of ability, had a chance at a full education.  Inclusion is the integration of all students in the 
regular classroom throughout the whole day. Inclusion of children with disabilities presents 
difficult challenges (Heward, et al., 2017).  These authors indicate that mainstreaming students 
with disabilities has altered what teachers are able to teach. They surveyed teachers regarding 
their thoughts about the effects of mainstreaming. Teachers reported they had not taken any 
special education courses or had adequate in-service training to appropriately integrate students 
with disabilities. Teaching students with disabilities requires more planning time and also time-
consuming modifications to their lesson plans. Teachers also stated that the most devastating 
consequence of mainstreaming students with disabilities is to students who did not have 
disabilities (Heward, et al., 2017).   
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Mainstreaming is a good idea. Unfortunately, many teachers are not prepared to meet the 
needs of the number of students with disabilities in their classroom, and some teachers report 
feeling overwhelmed and unprepared. Some report being unhappy about the requirements that 
mainstreaming places upon them (Santoli, Sachs, Romey, & McClurg, 2008). This is unfortunate 
because teacher attitude is a component of the success of mainstreaming policy outcomes for 
individual students, disabled or not.  
According to Santoli et al (2008), a teacher who has a positive attitude and feelings about 
mainstreaming and inclusion is more likely to have a successful program. Although teachers 
participating in this study did make accommodations for students with disabilities, many 
reported that the students did not have the skills to master content in the regular classroom 
(Santoli, et al., 2008). These authors found that negative attitudes about inclusion,  on the part of 
teachers, were primarily because of the lack of time. Lack of time to effectively plan, time to 
exchange appropriate information with other teachers, and time for teachers to work together and 
learn from each other.   
Fox and Ysseldyke (1997) used various methods to determine the success of 
implementing full inclusion during early adolescence.  These authors conducted a formative 
evaluation of one suburban middle school’s process of including students with mild to moderate 
mental impairments into regular classrooms.  The goal of the study was to find ways to improve 
the process of including students with disabilities in regular classrooms.  The qualitative study 
included fourteen students (i.e., two sixth grade, two seventh grade, and ten eighth grade 
students).  Participants in the study included the school district, middle school staff, a district 
inclusion committee, as well as parents and other students (n =103).  Fox and Ysseldyke (1997) 
also conducted semi-structured interviews with the director and assistant director of special 
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education for the school district.  The sample of other participants (n = 103) were given two 
attitude measuring instruments.  The authors also did informal observations of students while 
they were in classrooms.  Other methods of data collection included memos and informal 
personal communication.  Findings indicated that the school was not successful in its attempts to 
implement full inclusion with early adolescent students.  The authors concluded that the school 
attempted to modify inclusion to meet their current needs instead of modifying the environment 
to fit inclusion. This is an important point. The school did not change the classroom environment 
which, according to the literature, probably had a negative impact on inclusion and educational 
outcomes for many students with disabilities.   
School environments attempting to fully include students with disabilities need support 
from legislators, from their administrators, and from teachers, parents, and students. State and 
local administrators argue they do not have sufficient funding to appropriately include students 
with disabilities in the classroom (Heward, et al., 2017). There are many challenges when 
designing a successful special education program. Special education can only become successful 
with the help of all stakeholders working together. Heward et al. (2017) acknowledge that 
education of disables students has made a great deal of progress toward the goals of improved 
academic outcomes. The following four critical issues need attention in order to improve special 
education in the United States: close the research-to-practice gap; increase the availability and 
intensity of early intervention and prevention programs; improve students transition from school 
to adult life; and, improve the special education-general education partnership (Heward, et al., 
2017). The above are only samples of issues that need to be addressed in the field of special 
education. 
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School districts implementing supported inclusive education environments for students 
with disabilities continue to increase in number. Supported inclusive education refers to the 
opportunity for all students, regardless of their cognitive or physical abilities, to be educated in 
an age-appropriate, general education classroom. Support is provided to the educators and 
students to allow participation in the total school community. Several supplementary aids and 
services have proven effective for educating diverse learners. Supported inclusion services may 
include personal supports, natural supports, support services, and technical support (Smith et al., 
2006). 
Salend (2011) describes four principles to effectively implement an educational 
environment that includes children with disabilities. Principle 1: All learners need equal access. 
An effective inclusion environment should have an educational system appropriate for, and 
accessible to, all learners. Principle 2: Individual strengths, challenges, and diversity. Educators 
must consider and accept the individual strengths, challenges, and diversity of each student. 
Principle 3:  Reflective practices and differentiated instruction. Educators who examine their 
attitudes and differentiate their assessment, teaching, and classroom management practice are 
more successful in accommodating the individual differences of all students. Principle 4: 
community and collaboration. The inclusive environment requires collaboration among 
educators, other professionals, students, families, and community agencies (Salend, 2011). 
The IDEA requirement for placing students with disabilities in the LRE has three 
components: (1) To the maximum extent appropriate, students with disabilities are educated with 
students who are not disabled; (2) special classes, separate schooling or other removal of 
children with disabilities from the regular classroom occurs only when the nature or severity of 
the educational disability is such that education in the regular class cannot be achieved 
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satisfactorily with the use of supplementary aids and services; (3) and, to the maximum extent 
appropriate, each child with a disability participates with nondisabled children in nonacademic 
and extracurricular services and activities (Salend, 2011). The requirement states clearly that 
educating students with disabilities in the regular classroom is preferred. This has direct 
implications for how middle level schools are equipped to provide for this unique population.  As 
outlined in this section, varied attempts have been devised to include students with disabilities 
within classrooms.  These approaches are in compliance with legislation mandating the physical 
inclusion of students with disabilities.  This legislation was initiated and continued because of 
the recognition that isolating students with disabilities contributes to the view/perception of them 
as “other” and does not enhance their life chances of growing and becoming full citizens.  
Including students with disabilities within regular classrooms diminishes the view of them as 
“other” and increases the possibility of their being perceived as a contributor and participant 
within the school environment and, ultimately, society.  However, being physically present in a 
classroom is one dimension of inclusion, what about social and emotional inclusion?  The next 
section presents current research on biological sex, race, and having a friend with a disability 
within the classroom.   
Biological Sex, Race, and Having a Friend with a Disability 
 
Biological sex, race, and having a friend with a disability are variables considered 
potentially influential when examining nondisabled students’ perceptions of students with 
disabilities.  Although many students indicate they have a positive attitude toward students with 
disabilities, the literature indicates that gender results vary.  Several studies have investigated 
gender as an intervening variable for nondisabled students’ perceptions of students with 
disabilities.  Some studies have shown females have a significantly more accepting attitude 
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toward having a friend with a disability than males (Rosenbaum & Armstrong, 1988; Vignes et 
al., 2009; Tsakiridou & Polyzopoulou, 2019; Olaleye et al., 2012).  Other studies indicate that 
although there were differences between the two, with females scoring higher than males, the 
differences were small (Siperstein, et al., 2007; Han & Chadsey, 2004).  Rosenbaum & 
Armstrong (1988) considered middle level students’ stage of development and offered their 
perspective regarding why girls might have more positive attitudes toward students with 
disabilities.  Typically, boys are more physically active than girls, and these authors suggest that 
boys might not be as interested in friendships with individuals who are unable to participate in 
active physical play.  This factor might lead to boys with disabilities being deprived of 
interactions important to their social development.  Such factors mean that males with disabilities 
may find it more difficult to make and maintain friendships than girls (Blackman, 2016).  
Blackman (2016) investigated Barbadian nondisabled students attitudes toward students 
with disabilities using CATCH.  Gender results partially supported the idea that nondisabled 
females have significantly different attitudes toward students with disabilities than do 
nondisabled males.  There was no significance found between females and males on affect and 
behavioral components.  Although there was a significance found on the cognitive component, 
the effect size was small.  Tsakiridou and Polyzopoulou (2019) used CATCH to investigate 1348 
students about their attitudes towards disabled students within general education classes.  
Significant differences regarding affect and behavioral attitudes were found between nondisabled 
female and male students who attend the Greek general school.  Females were found to express 
more positive attitudes than males toward students with disabilities in the affective and 
behavioral components.   
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Race is not a variable that has previously been considered in examining the attitudes 
and/or perceptions of students with disabilities.  This is unfortunate because of the 
disproportionate, and well documented, number of people of color represented in special 
education classes throughout the United States (Sleeter, 2010).  This may be due to negative 
stereotypes that people of color continue to experience, and the varied structural obstacles 
associated with trying to address and change these negative perceptions (McDonald, Keys & 
Balcazar, 2007).  Although the disparities appear obvious, there has been limited investigation of 
this phenomenon. We do not know whether nondisabled children of color perceive students with 
disabilities in the same way as nondisabled white students. Whether there are differences 
between these two groups is an important question that deserves examination (Sleeter, 2010; 
Blanchett, 2010).  The following literature suggests that examination of perceptions using race as 
a variable may provide additional information about disabled students inclusion in regular 
classrooms. Tirosh, Schanin, and Reiter (1997) studied differences in the perceptions of 
nondisabled students regarding students with disabilities using ethnicity as a variable: Israeli vs 
Canadian.  Using the CATCH scale, their results indicated that ethnicity did play a part in the 
attitudes of nondisabled students toward children with disabilities.  The authors contended that 
culture is a factor for consideration when evaluating nondisabled students’ perception of people 
with disabilities.   
Another variable that has been the topic of debate is the extent to which having a friend 
with a disability affects the overall perceptions of nondisabled students. Does a more positive 
perception of all disabled students result when a nondisabled student has a friend with a 
disability?  Rosenbaum, Armstrong, and King (1986) point out that there is an assumption that 
placing students with disabilities in the classroom will automatically improve nondisabled 
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students’ perceptions toward this group.  Unfortunately, research has shown that just integrating 
students in the classroom does not, in itself, cause nondisabled students to have positive 
perceptions of students with disabilities (Rosenbaum, et al., 1986; Barr & Bracchitta, 2012).  
Hong, Algood, Chui, and Lee (2011), found that students who have more contact with students 
with a disability tend to have more positive feelings toward the group.  Barr and Bracchitta 
(2012) found that nondisabled students who participated in activities and had additional contacts 
with students with disabilities had more positive attitudes toward the group than nondisabled 
students who lacked such opportunities for contact.  Rosenbaum and Armstrong (1988) argue 
that schools that provide programs such as a buddy system can in fact improve nondisabled 
students’ perceptions of students with disabilities.  With more structured contact with people 
with disabilities nondisabled students may become more comfortable in accepting this group.   
Exposure to children with disabilities is instrumental in formulating an impression of 
them as an individual as opposed to them being considered “other”.  Increased exposure may 
serve as a viable way to develop interactions and/or friendships essential to growth and 
development especially during early adolescence.  Having friendships fosters a sense of 
belonging and is critical to children’s social and emotional growth regardless of disability 
(Tsakiridou & Polyzopoulou, 2019; Olaleye et al., 2012).  
Early on advocates for educating students in the least restrictive environment believed 
that one of the main benefits of inclusion was that over time, exposure to peers with ID 
[intellectual disability] in schools and classrooms would result in more positive attitudes 
and would ultimately result in the social acceptance of these students by children without 
disabilities (Siperstein, et al., 2007, p. 436).  
The mandated presence of children with disabilities within classrooms was considered 
the best way for nondisabled children to develop friendships with disabled children by providing 
situations where all children are educated in the same classrooms for all or part of the day 
(Hendrickson, et al., 1996).  The above ideas support the reason behind legislation mandating 
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that all children should have access to education.  This inclusion model reinforces the maxim that 
all children have a part to play in society. Regardless of which method is used, allowing students 
with disabilities to interact appropriately with students without disabilities is the best preparation 
for an integrated life.  However, including children with disabilities into the classroom 
environment continues to be controversial largely due to perceptions and attitudes of the viability 
of this integrated approach to education.  The issues relate to educational and social values and a 
person’s sense of individual worth (Wisconsin Education Association Council, 2007). 
Cook and Semmel (1999), point out that classroom composition, as well as severity of 
disability, affects nondisabled student acceptance of students with disabilities. For example, 
undergraduate students were found to have less positive attitudes about people with speech 
disabilities than those with a physical disability (Anderson & Antonak, 1992).  Hendrickson et 
al. (1996) investigated middle school students’ perception of students with severe disabilities.  
The authors administered the Student Friendship Perception Survey (SFPS) to 1,137 students 
located in Iowa, Illinois, and Florida.  Nondisabled students primary contact with students with 
severe disabilities occurred during school.  Forty-seven percent (47%) of the students previously 
had a friend with severe disabilities.  The disabled students were often in the participants’ classes 
and the participants indicated they were willing to interact with students with severe disabilities 
within and outside of school.  Although a majority of the students stated they might not know 
what to say or do with a friend with serve disabilities, they felt that disabled students also needed 
friends (Shokoohi-Yekta, et al., 1996).    
For middle schools, there are organizational and developmental issues associated with 
including students with disabilities in classes with typically developing students. As discussed 
previously, early adolescents are highly dependent on peers and peer socialization within their 
45 
educational environments, which leads to feelings of involvement which may promote academic 
achievement (Manning & Bucher, 2011; Strahan, L’Esperance & Van Hoose, 2009; Zumbar & 
Blume, 2009).  Social development for early adolescents, i.e., having an idealistic social justice 
mindset and a quest for independence, coupled with an overriding need to belong that causes 
them to shun individuals who might compromise or overshadow their involvement and 
acceptance in their preferred groups is the paradoxical nature of this age (Stamps & Groothius, 
2020; Stranhan, et al., 2009).  This conundrum of emotions and associations are connected when 
considering including or accepting a student with a disability as a friend.  
The ways that middle schools are organized impacts the ease or difficulty with which 
students with disabilities are incorporated in regular classrooms.  Implementation of an 
appropriate quality middle school program can be more difficult because of lack of teacher 
collaboration, the requirement for standardized testing, lack of adequate planning time, caseload 
problems, and inadequate preparation (Kozik, Coney, Vinciguerra, et al., 2009). To meet these 
challenges, schools must be cognizant of these varied issues and their school/community context 
and develop appropriate plans that accommodate disabled students (Fox & Yesseldyke, 1997).  
Ultimately the best way to improve the quality of services middle level students receive as it 
relates to inclusive and effective education include: assure that teacher and student teams are 
small; provide teachers with adequate planning time; allow teachers to design the students daily 
schedule; provide a designated area for students and teachers to interact and change classes 
smoothly; and, allow team continuity to develop over a number of years (Jackson & Davis, 2000; 
Bullock & Pedersen, 1999; Erb & Stevenson, 1999).    
Although it is generally recognized that disabled students having friendships with 
typically developing peers is noteworthy and an intended outcome of classroom  inclusion from 
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preschool to adulthood (Tirosh, et al., 1997; Hendrickson, et al., 1996), evaluating attitudes 
toward students with disabilities centers on the instrumentation and measures used to assess this 
construct.  Effective assessment requires experimental methods that are not only reliable and 
valid but multidimensional.  Without appropriate instruments, investigations regarding attitudes 
toward, and acceptance of, students with disabilities lack the validity necessary to better explain 
and understand this phenomenon.   
Attitudes and perceptions toward students with disabilities are influenced by personal 
characteristics such as race, ethnicity, gender, and other demographics.  Nondisabled student 
acceptance of students with disabilities is also influenced by familiarity with disability, i.e., 
having a family or friend with a disability.  In the quest to better understand attitudes and the 
formation of friendships, this variable has also been studied.    
Middle level nondisabled students who have a parent or sibling with a disability were 
found to have more positive attitudes toward students with disabilities.  Vignes, Coley, 
Grandjean, Godeau & Arnaud (2009) indicate that nondisabled students who identified that they 
had a friend with a disability reported more positive attitudes toward this group.  This cross-
sectional study found that affective and behavioral scores were similar to each other while there 
was a distinct difference in cognitive scores (Vignes, et al., 2009). The authors point out that 
simply knowing students with a disability did not change attitudes toward students with 
disabilities. It is necessary that the relationship be deeper than acquaintance (Vignes, et al., 
2009). In a similar perspective, Rosenbaum, Armstrong, and King (1986) point out that there is 
no scientific evidence that simply integrating students with disabilities into regular classrooms 
influence nondisabled students attitudes toward students with disabilities.  
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 This chapter discusses the history of Unites States legislation focused on the treatment of 
students with disabilities within the education system.  It, additionally, presents the scope of the 
problem involved in educational inclusion. The number of students, the complexity of their 
needs, and institutional factors such as teacher resources are factors affecting the outcome of 
classroom inclusion. Legislative initiatives designed to protect and accept students with 
disabilities in public schools are outlined.  The literature shows that socialization is an issue that 
has received little attention when it comes to developing policies.  Research suggest that 
legislation requiring students with disabilities in the classroom will ultimately result in improved 
socialization between the groups.  While this may be so, we do not know which factors are 
important in improving socialization for disabled students. This is an important consideration, as 
the research clearly indicated that increased socialization during early adolescence has life-long 
positive consequences. This dissertation recognizes this premise and considers nondisabled 
middle level students’ perceptions of students with disabilities.  The study is unique because 
there is no research that considers whether legislative initiative outcomes meet the social needs 
imperative to this unique population, nor has race been a considered variable.  This is important 
because people drive legislation and people’s perception of individuals with disabilities has and 
continues to play a vital role in establishing laws and policies as it relates to this group.  
 The chapter reviewed the theoretical, analytical/conceptual frameworks used for the 
current study.  It provided a detailed examination of the research surrounding the development of 
middle level students and the importance of socialization in early adolescence.  Educational 
accommodations for students with disabilities, and nondisabled students’ perceptions of disabled 
students is discussed.  Current research about biological sex, race, and having a friend with a 
disability within public schools was also discussed.     
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 This dissertation adds to the existing literature that emphasizes the importance of 
socialization during middle school. The chapter discussed how legislation has played a role in 
making sure students with disabilities are included in classrooms. The literature review shows 
there is a lack of cohesive research on socialization during middle school, particularly 
socialization between students with disabilities and those without disabilities.  It is important that 
more research is done to better identify variables that contribute to positive perceptions of 





CHAPTER 3: METHODS AND PROCEDURES 
This research explored middle school student’s perception of peers with disabilities using 
a quantitative research design.  This chapter describes the participants, procedures, measures, and 
analysis used for the study.  The researcher posed the following hypotheses.   
Hypotheses 
Hypothesis 1:   Females will show more inclusive perceptions than males toward Individuals 
with disabilities on affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions   
Hypothesis 2:  Non-White students will show more inclusive perceptions than White students 
towards individuals with disabilities on affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions.   
Hypothesis 3: Students who have a friend with a disability will show more inclusive perceptions 
than students who do not have a friend with a disability on affective, behavioral, and cognitive 
dimensions.   
Procedures   
This dissertation presents a quantitative analysis of the perceptions of middle school 
students towards their disabled peers. A convenience sample of Northwest Arkansas middle level 
schools located in Fayetteville, Arkansas was the targeted recruitment pool.  Two schools in 
Fayetteville with sixth-grade students participated in data collection. These schools, because of 
their middle level orientation and structure, were appropriate for the study.  Middle school 
students were selected for this study because of the emphasis of this developmental stage on 
social relationships and interactions with peers, as discussed in Chapter Two.  Additionally, as 
Jackson and Davis (2000) indicated, perceptions and beliefs formed during this time have 
lifelong implications.  Yet, there is limited research that looks at nondisabled middle school 
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student’s perception of students with disabilities within classroom settings, particularly as it 
relates to socialization (Siperstein, et al., 2007; Petrides, Frederickson & Furnham, 2004).   
After approval from the school district, the schools, and the Institutional Review Board 
(IRB; Appendix B), students from the two Fayetteville schools mentioned above participated in 
the study. Each school was sent a copy of the consent to participate in a university study form, 
which explained the research process and identified potential consequences for participants. 
They were also sent the Cherdoke-McMaster Attitudes Towards Children with Handicaps 
(CATCH; Rosenbaum, Armstrong, & King, 1986) interview questions (Appendix C and 
Appendix F). The invitation to participate was sent during fall semester 2019.  In the school’s 
weekly take home folder, parents of the students were sent a letter explaining the study and 
inviting his or her child to participate in the study (Appendix C). 
Once the school agreed to participate and parental consent forms were returned, teachers 
were asked to convene the students, along with the signed parental permission letters, into the 
cafeteria to complete the survey via a Chromebook.  At that time, students were given a specific 
link to their school survey.  The researcher designed a different link for each school so results 
could easily be linked to either school.  After reading the script with two example questions 
(Appendix F), students were encouraged to raise their hand, if they had any questions and/or 
needed help with the survey.  After completing the survey students were thanked for their 
participation and allowed to return to their classrooms.   
Participants  
Initially there were 91 participants who returned a signed parental consent to participate 
in a university study form.  Twenty-five students who did not complete the survey (missing data 
rate:  25.47%) were removed.  The remaining 66 students, who ranged in age from 11 to 13 years 
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old, were included in the sample for analyses (See Table 1).  The sample included 29 males 
(44%) and 37 females (56%).  Regarding disability and student familiarity and/or interactions 
with disabled individuals, the numbers varied.  Although less than 5% (n = 3) of the sample 
reported having a disability, 33% (n = 22) indicated having a family member with a disability, 
and 67% (n = 44) reported having a friend with a disability.  When asked whether they had 
interacted with disabled peers within the last week 64% (n = 42) indicated they had.   
Table 1, presented below, illustrates the demographic distributions and the responses 
















School   
School 1 21 31.80 
School 2 45 68.18 
   
Biological Sex    
Female  37 56.06 
Male  29 43.94 
   
Age    
11 12 18.18 
12 52 78.79 
13 2 3.03 
   
Race   
White 36 54.55 
Non-White 30 46.45 
   
Do you have a disability?   
Yes  3 4.54 
No  63 95.45 
   
Do you have a friend who has a disability?   
Yes 40 60.60 
No 26 39.40 
   
[follow-up] Does he or she go to school with you?*    
Yes 32 80.00 
No  8 20.00 
   
 
In the last week have you talked to or played with a child             
who has a disability?  
  
Yes 42 63.60 
No 24 36.40 
   
Does anyone in your family have a disability?    
Yes  22 33.34 
No  44 66.76 
   




The researcher used the Cherdoke-McMaster Attitudes Towards Children with Handicaps 
(CATCH) 36-item survey (Rosenbaum, Armstrong, & King, 1986) because it is recognized as a 
reliable and valid tool for measuring students’ attitudes towards children with disabilities 
(Vignes et al., 2008).  The instrument was originally developed in English and used in Canada.  
After that, CATCH has been used in different counties (e.g. Israel, South Africa and the United 
States) and translated into multiple languages (e.g., Belgian, French, and Arabic) (Alnahdi, 2020; 
Blackman, 2016; Bossaert & Petry, 2013; Helen & Konstantia, 2019; Vignes et al., 2009; Yu, 
Ostrosky, & Fowler 2012).  In general, CATCH was developed to measure the attitudes of 
children between the ages of 9 and 13 years old towards peers with disabilities.  The survey was 
designed for self-completion by students (Rosenbaum, Armstrong, & King, 1986).  Students 
respond to survey questions designed to evaluate their inclusive perceptions of children with 
disabilities. The goal of the survey is to better understand the influence of these perceptions on 
middle level students’ propensity to include students with disabilities in social activities.    
The 36 items scale includes 12 affective questions, 12 behavioral questions, and 12 
cognitive questions (Appendix H).  The score is based on a 5-point Likert scale with values 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  There are equal numbers of positively 
worded and negatively worded statements randomly placed in the survey.  The negatively 
worded statements were given a reverse scoring so the numerical scoring scale would run in the 
same direction.   
Rosenbaum, Armstrong, and King (1986) supported a 3- factor structure which 
establishes the validity of the scale.  The authors state that “a principal components analysis with 
varimax rotation of the factors was performed. Factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.0 were 
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retained.  Items were assigned to the factor on which they loaded highest.  Only items with 
loading > .3 were included.  Questions were assigned to more than one factor if they loaded 
equally (within .05) on each of the factors” (Rosenbaum, Armstrong, & King, 1986, p. 522). 
To determine the reliability of CATCH for this sample Cronbach’s alpha was computed.  
Rosenbaum, Armstrong, and King (1986) reported similar total Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients (α 
= .90) when measuring children’s attitudes toward disabled peers.  Vignes et al. (2008) reviewed 
instruments that measured children’s attitudes towards peers with disabilities and found internal 
consistency (α = .89).  For the current study, the 36-item survey scale reached an acceptable 
reliability score of (α = .91).  However, for each component the Cronbach’s alpha differed; 
results were affective (α = .82), behavioral (α = .88), and cognitive (α = .65).   
 The verbiage within the survey was changed from references to “handicapped” students 
to “students with disabilities”.  The revised terms reflect current usage, which is focused on 
individuality, equality, and the dignity that should be used when describing, speaking, or writing 
about students with disabilities (National Disability Authority, 2014).  In addition, the consent 
form, the script, and additional demographic questions were added and/or changed to meet the 
needs of the current study.   
Analysis  
To test the hypotheses presented at the beginning of this chapter, both descriptive and 
inferential statistics were employed to examine this sample of early adolescents’ inclusive 
perceptions of peers with disabilities within three domains of the CATCH scale.  Following 
preliminary descriptive analysis, SPSS 25 was used to conduct a series of one-way multivariate 
analyses of variance (MANOVA).  In general, the analyses determined the effect of the 
independent variables on the dependent variables (i.e., composite scores from affective, 
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behavioral, and cognitive domains).  Each independent variable has two categories.  More 
specifically, biological sex was coded as male = 1, female =2. Race was also separated into two 
categories, White and Non-White where white = 1 and non-white = 2.  The responses for 
“having a friend or family member with a disability” were coded as yes=1 and no=2.  
This chapter provides detailed information about the procedures, participants, measures, 
and analysis used for this dissertation.  Chapter Four, which follows, articulates the results to 
provide a better understanding of nondisabled student’s inclusive attitudes toward students with 
disabilities within their classrooms.  The results highlight an important variable, race, that has 
received little attention in research.  With the help of schools, families, and communities social 
inclusion of students with disabilities will continue to improve.  Improving students’ inclusive 
attitudes will improve the lives of disabled students and will ultimately benefit our future 
communities as the nation pushes toward a more inclusive society.    
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
Recognizing early adolescence as a unique developmental stage during which individuals 
experience a wide range of developmental milestones and growth spurts is important.  Major 
concerns during this time of life are peers, belonging, and friendships.  This research explored 
middle school student’s perceptions of peers with disabilities.  The study considered biological 
sex, race, and being a friend and/or interacting with a peer with a disability as possible 
determinants of inclusive attitudes among early adolescents.  
Using a cross-sectional study design, sixth-grade students were surveyed using the 
revised Cherdoke-McMaster Attitudes Towards Children with Handicaps (CATCH) scale 
(Appendix F).  The survey administered via a computer measured early adolescent nondisabled 
students’ inclusive attitudes toward students with disabilities.  Descriptive and inferential 
statistics were used to examine this sample of early adolescents’ perceptions of peers with 
disabilities within three domains of CATCH scale.  This chapter reports the findings of this 
study.  Race was the only independent variable that showed significant effect considering 
affective, behavioral, and cognitive perceptions of students with disabilities.  The next section 
identifies questions and results that were interesting (or somewhat surprising) in each dimension-
-affective, behavioral and cognitive. 
Descriptive Statistics 
The most notable responses from the affective questions (see Table 2) were questions 10, 
18, 26, and 28.  Results showed that fifty-four percent (n = 36) of participants stated they 
strongly agree that they would be afraid of a child with a disability. Forty-two percent (n = 28) 
stated they would not like a friend with a disability as much as their other friends.  Student 
participants also indicated being near someone who has a disability scares them (n = 42, 63%) 
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and they would be embarrassed if a child with a disability invited them to his birthday party (n = 
30, 45%).   
Frequency of responses to survey behavioral questions (see Table 3) indicated that sixty-
eight percent (n = 45) would not introduce a child with a disability to their friends. Sixty-five 
percent (n = 43) indicated they would stick up for a child with a disability who was being teased.  
Fifty percent (n = 33) stated they would stay away from a child with a disability.  It appears that 
students were attempting to answer the questions according to social norms established by the 
society in which they live.  Although students state that they are afraid or embarrassed about 
students with disabilities, they are willing to stick up for a child with a disability who is being 




Frequency and Percentage of Responses to Survey Affective Questions (n = 66) 
 
 Question Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree 
Strongly 
Agree 
1. I wouldn’t worry if a child with a 
disability sat next to me in class. 
0 (0) 2 (3.0) 7 (10.6) 20 (30.3) 37 (56.1) 
       
6. I feel sorry for children with 
disabilities. 
20 (30.3) 22 (33.3) 18 (27.3) 6 (9.1) 0 (0) 
 
       
10. I would be afraid of a child with a 
disability. 
4 (6.1) 1(1.5) 4 (6.1) 21 (31.8) 36 (54.5) 
       
13. I would like to have a child with a 
disability live next door to me. 
2 (3.0) 4 (6.1) 25 (37.9) 24 (36.4) 11 (16.7) 
 
       
15. I would be happy to have a child 
with a disability for a special friend. 
2 (3.0) 1 (1.5) 18 (27.3) 24 (36.4) 21 (31.8) 
 
       
18. I would not like a friend with a 
disability as much as my other 
friends. 
1 (1.5) 2 (3.0) 15 (22.7) 20 (30.3) 28 (42.4) 
 
       
21. I would be pleased if a child with a 
disability invited me to his house. 
0 (0) 0 (0) 23 (34.8) 25 (37.9) 18 (27.3) 
 
       
23. I would feel good doing a school 
project with a child with a 
disability. 
1 (1.5) 2 (3.0)  9 (13.6) 28 (42.4) 26 (39.4) 
 
       
26. Being near someone who has a 











       
28. I would be embarrassed if a child 
with a disability invited me to his 
birthday party. 
1 (1.5) 2 (3.0) 6 (9.1) 27 (40.9) 30 (45.5) 
 
       
31. I would enjoy being with a child 
with a disability. 
1 (1.5) 3 (4.5) 16 (24.2) 25 (37.9) 21 (31.8) 
 
       
34. I feel upset when I see a child with 
a disability. 
4 (6.1) 18 (27.3) 17 (25.8) 19 (28.8) 8 (21.1) 
 
       




Frequency and Percentage of Responses to Survey Behavioral Questions (n = 66) 
 
 Question Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree 
Strongly 
Agree 
2. I would not introduce a child with 
a disability to my friends. 
1 (1.5) 1 (1.5) 9 (13.6) 10 (15.2) 45 (68.2) 
       
4. I wouldn’t know what to say to a 
child with a disability.  
0 (0) 4 (6.1) 14 (21.2) 30 (45.5) 18 (27.3) 
 
       
7. I would stick up for a child with a 
disability who was being teased 
1 (1.5) 1 (1.5) 5 (7.6) 16 (24.2) 1 (1.5) 
       
9. I would invite a child with a 
disability to my birthday party.   
0 (0) 0 (0) 16 (24.2) 27 (40.9) 23 (34.8) 
 
       
11. I would talk to a child with a 
disability who I didn’t know. 
2 (3.0) 3 (4.5) 13 (19.7) 33 (50.0) 15 (22.7) 
 
       
16. I would try to stay away from a 
child with a disability. 
0 (0) 0 (0) 9 (13.6) 24 (36.4) 33 (50.0 
 
       
20. I try not to look at someone who 
has a disability. 
3 (4.5) 7 (10.6) 16 (24.2) 19 (28.8) 21 (31.8) 
 
       
22. I try not to look at someone who 
is disabled. 
3 (4.5) 7 (10.6) 16 (24.2) 19 (28.8) 21 (31.8) 
 
       
25. I would invite a child with a 
disability to sleep over at my 
house.   
4 (6.1) 2 (3.0) 24 (36.4) 24(36.4) 12 (18.2) 
 
       
29. I would tell my secrets to a child 
with a disability 
3 (4.5) 8 (12.1) 29 (43.9) 20 (30.3) 6 (9.1) 
 
       
32. I would not go to a child with a 
disability’s house to play. 
0 (0) 4 (6.1) 16 (24.2) 22 (33.3) 24 (36.4) 
 
       
35. I would miss recess to keep a 











       





Frequency of Responses to Survey Cognitive Questions (n = 66) 
 
 Question Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree 
Strongly 
Agree 
3. Children with disabilities can do 
lots of things for themselves. 
2 (3.0) 3 (4.5) 29 (43.9) 26 (39.4) 6 (9.1) 
       
5. Children with disabilities like to 
play.   
0 (0) 
 
0 (0) 20 (30.3) 22 (30.3) 24 (36.4) 
 
       
8. Children with a disability want 











       
12. Children with disabilities don’t 
like to make friends. 
1 (1.5) 0 (0) 12 (18.2) 28 (42.4) 25 (37.9) 
       
14. Children with disabilities feel 











       
17. Children with a disability are as 











       
19. Children with a disability know 
how to behave properly.   
1 (1.5) 
 






       
24. Children with a disability don’t 











       
27. Children with disabilities are 
interested in lots of things. 
1 (1.5) 1 (1.5) 13 (19.7) 27 (40.9) 24 (36.4) 
 
       
30. Children with a disability are 
often sad.  
3 (4.5) 0 (0) 24 (36.4) 27 (40.9) 12 (18.2) 
       
33. Children with a disability can 











       
36. Children with a disability need 











       





To better investigate the hypotheses a series of multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA) was conducted to analyze the mean difference among three independent variables 
(i.e., biological sex, race, and having a friend with a disability) on the dependent variables (i.e., 
affect, behavioral, and cognitive) component scores.  The partial eta2 (η2) was used to present the 
effect size for the multivariate test associated with Wilk’s lambda (Λ).  According to Cohen 
(1988) a η2 of .01, .06, and .14 represent small, medium, and large effect sized, respectively.  
Since the sample size was related small for this study, both inferential statistics and effect size 
were presented and considered simultaneously.      
Hypothesis 1:  Females will show more inclusive perceptions than males towards individuals 
with disabilities on affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions.     
A one-way MANOVA was conducted to determine the biological sex effect on the three 
dependent variables (i.e., affect, behavioral, and cognitive perceptions). The result was 
nonsignificant between male and female on the dependent measures.  Wilks’s Λ = .893, F (3, 62) 
= 2.46, p = .070.  However, the multivariate η2 (.107) based on Wilks’s Λ was between medium 
to large effect size which suggested the lack of statistical significance may be due to a lack of 
power associated with the relatively small sample size.  Means and standard deviations for both 




Means and Standard Deviations for Females and Males on Disability and Affective, Behavioral, 
and Cognitive Components  
 
 Female 
(n = 37) 
 Male 
(n = 29) 
Subscale  M SD  M SD 
Affective  47.81 6.48  44.59 5.49 
Behavioral  49.59 7.04  45.72 7.26 






Hypothesis 2:  Non-White students will show more inclusive perceptions than White students 
towards individuals with disabilities on affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions.   
Similar to previous procedures, a one-way MANOVA was conducted to ascertain the 
main effect of race on the three dependent measures.  Significant differences were found 
between White and Non-White students among three perceptions toward individuals with 
disabilities.  Wilks’s Λ = .774, F (3, 62) = 6.030, p = .001.  In addition, the multivariate η2 based 
on Wilks’s Λ was quite strong, .226.  The findings suggest that White and Non-White students 
do have different perceptions on the three dependent measures.  White students had significantly 
higher affect, behavioral, and cognitive perceptions toward individuals with disabilities than 
Non-White students.  The higher average score means White students had more inclusive affect, 
behavioral, and cognitive perceptions of individuals with disabilities. Table 6 presents the means 




Means and Standard Deviations for White and Non-White on Disability and Affective, 
Behavioral, and Cognitive Components  
 
 White 
 (n = 36) 
 Non-White  
(n = 30) 
Subscale  M SD  M SD 
Affective  48.81 5.41  43.50 6.00 
Behavioral  49.67 6.49  45.76 7.84 
Cognitive  45.33 4.17  42.73 5.04 
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Hypothesis 3: Students who have a friend with a disability will show more inclusive perceptions 
than students who do not have a friend with a disability on affective, behavioral, and cognitive 
dimensions.   
To test the last hypothesis, a one-way MANOVA was used again to evaluate the 
differences for students who reported with or without a friend with a disability.  The result was 
nonsignificant which indicated students who have a friend with a disability did not differ in their 
affective, behavioral, and cognitive perceptions toward individuals with disabilities.  Wilks’s Λ = 
.899, F (3, 62) = 2.310, p = .085.  The multivariate η2 based on Wilks’s Λ was medium .085.  




Means and Standard Deviations for Students who have a Friend with a Disability and do not 
have a Friend with Disability on Disability and Affective, Behavioral, and Cognitive 
Components    
 
 Have friend with disability  
(n = 40) 
 Does not have friend with disability  
 (n = 26) 
Subscale  M SD  M SD 
Affective   47.70 6.33   44.38 5.63 
Behavioral  49.08   7.35  46.08 7.08 








CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
 The purpose of this dissertation was to explore nondisabled middle school student’s 
perceptions of their peers with disabilities.  Socialization is an important component in middle 
school student development and needs extensive research to fully understand how to better serve 
this unique population.  In this chapter the author provides an interpretation of the results, the 
limitations of the study, recommendations for future research, suggestions for classroom 
practice, and concluding remarks followed by interpretation of the results.   
Hypothesis 1:  Females will show more inclusive perceptions than males towards individuals 
with disabilities on affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions. The findings did not support 
the proposition that females have more inclusive attitudes/perceptions than males toward 
individuals with disabilities. However, it is important to note that this study had a small sample.   
The effect size was between medium to large which suggests the lack of statistical significance is 
due to the lack of power associated with the relatively small sample size.  The small sample size 
could be one reason why the results were not significant.  On the other hand, it is possible there 
are no differences between nondisabled male and female students’ perceptions of students with 
disabilities.    
Hypothesis 2:  Non-White students will show more inclusive perceptions than White students 
towards individuals with disabilities on affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions.   
The findings suggest that Non-White students do have significantly different perceptions 
on the three dependent measures, but the relationship is opposite of what is hypothesized.  The 
attitudes of White students are more inclusive than those of Non-White students. The author 
assumed that Non-White students would be more likely to be more accepting of students with 
disabilities because they also fit in a marginalized group, however, this does not seem to be the 
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case. For these findings, one possible explanation is that the effect may result from one of 
measurement biases, called Satisficing (Krosnick, 1991). That is, both groups might have 
different degrees of satisficing effects, which mean the respondents just pointed to a response 
that can be easily selected without going through carefully examined their true attitudes. Since 
the influence of race/ethnicity has been a missing component in research on nondisabled 
students’ perceptions of students with disabilities and this study’s results did not support the 
proposed hypothesis, additional research is needed on race and investigates what factors may 
contribute to White students having different and more inclusive perceptions than Non-White 
students. It would also be interesting to further investigate if the type of disability and/or 
inclusion experienced  influences student responses.  Communities that are marginalized and/or 
stigmatized within a culture hold less perceptions of inclusivity.  The logic being that if an 
individual is already marginalized he/she has less cultural capital to expend and is therefor less 
willing and/or able to hold more generous perceptions in inclusivity.  This has parallels in 
marginalized groups acceptance of those in the other marginalized groups.  Marginalized groups 
may internalize the marginalization process and therefore less able to hold more inclusive 
perspectives on disability.    
Hypothesis 3:  Nondisabled students who have a friend with a disability will have more 
inclusive affective behavioral, and cognitive perceptions toward individuals with disabilities than 
students who do not have a friend with a disability.  There was no significant difference found 
between students who had a friend with a disability and those who did not.  This finding is 
inconsistent with research in the literature that proposes that having a friend with a disability 
would result in more inclusive attitudes toward this group.  However, the effect size from this 
test was medium suggesting it is possible that a significant difference would be found with a 
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larger sample. That is, the lack of statistical significance maybe due to the lack of power 
associated with the small sample size. It is imperative that additional research is conducted to 
better understand how and why students identify another student as a friend.  It is also important 
to evaluate the school structure to determine the extent and nature of exposure students with 
disabilities have with students without disabilities. This may, in future research, prove to be 
important.   
Limitations of the Study  
The following section will discuss the limitations of this dissertation.  Rosenbaum, 
Armstrong, and King (1986) allowed students to decide for themselves the meaning of disability. 
The topic of disability is often not discussed and/or not addressed within our society, or in our 
classrooms, which increases the chances that nondisabled students will develop faulty or 
prejudiced perceptions, accept misconceptions, and possibly fail to include students with 
disabilities as friends. It is also possible that if a student has a disability that is not readily 
apparent nondisabled students may not be aware that they have a friend with a disability.  This is 
an important point.  A student is labeled has having a disability when he or she has unique 
mental characteristics; sensory and/or communication abilities; and/or behavior, emotional 
and/or physical characteristics that are diagnosed as requiring additional attention and 
accommodations within classrooms (Kirk, et al., 2003; Falvo, 1999). Not all disabilities are 
visible. 
During the survey instructions, students were told that a student with a disability or 
special needs that he/she may have trouble walking, talking, seeing, hearing, learning, or using 
his or her arms and hands.  Usually people who have disabilities have them for a long period of 
time, unlike people who may have a cold or a broken leg that usually gets better after a short 
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time.  Although the current research did define disability it was clear that some students did not 
completely understand the term “disability”.  For example, a student asked the researcher if he 
had a disability because he was wearing glasses. 
Although extant literature indicates ways in which school, family, and development 
simultaneously affect early adolescent students’ perceptions of individuals with disabilities, this 
study was unable to adequately analyze how these systems impact the student participants' 
perceptions.  Laws have been established to protect civil rights, which includes the privacy, of 
people with disabilities, but socialization continues to be a missing, and difficult, component of 
legislation.  The survey utilized was not adequate to analyze how providing a positive social 
situation might influence nondisabled students’ perceptions of students with disabilities.  Other 
limitations include the sample size, data collection process, time and timing of the study, and 
research design.  
Another important limitation was the sample size of this study (n = 66). The sample size 
is relatively small and may not provide sufficient statistical power to detect mean differences 
among groups. In addition,  this study used a convenience sample form two schools in one region 
which limits how the findings can be generalized to other areas.   
Finally, the data collection process was limited because the two schools required the 
researcher to use the cafeteria to collect data.  In the cafeteria it was difficult to read the 
introduction and questions, and there were other distractions making it difficult for students to 
focus on the questions.  Additionally, data was collected during the last few weeks before 
summer break causing the time of the study to be a limitation. The author had a few weeks 
available to contact school administration, arrange a convenient time to visit the schools, and to 
collect data.  After the collection of data from the first school the author discovered that parent 
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signatures could not easily be matched to the students.  The permission form was revised and 
was used with the two schools that participated in the study.  Due to time restrictions, other 
school districts were not invited to participate in the study.  The current sample is not 
representative of other parts of the regional population due to the above constraints.   
Recommendation for Future Research  
This research is based on analysis that is either univariate or bivariate.  Future researchers 
should explore the possibility of developing multivariate models that help to explain variation in 
nondisabled students’ attitudes towards inclusion of students with disabilities in the classroom 
setting and as friends.To better conceptualize and analyze the political and social context of the 
education of middle school students with disabilities the researcher used Bronfenbrenner’s 
(1979) Ecological Systems Theory and Schneider & Ingram’s Social Construction of Target 
Populations (1993). The theories are adequate to underpin the research, however, the survey 
instrument may need to be modified or changed to be more targeted. It would also be useful to 
better inform participants about disabilities, especially those that are not readily apparent. 
 Human development is a complex interrelated system. More research is needed to better 
understand how these multifaceted influences impact middle school student development as well 
as students’ perceptions of individuals with disabilities.  Stereotypes and societal perceptions of 
certain groups continue to influence policy formation, implementation, and evaluation.    
Additional research is needed on legislative policy  that related to increase social inclusion of 
students with disabilities within the classroom.  This is particularly important because of the 
consequences to early adolescent disabled students that are the result of lack of social 
interactions and social inclusion.  
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Implications for Classroom Practice 
 It is imperative that schools,  families, and communities explore socialization techniques 
that may be used to effectively include students with disabilities within classrooms. Although 
schools are trying to increase social inclusion for disabled students, more effective attempts 
should be initiated to make sure nondisabled students are engaging in social activities with 
students with disabilities.  Including students with disabilities in more activities designed toward 
increased socialization may have a positive influence on the perceptions of nondisabled students 
toward this group.  In addition, a better understanding of the term disability and what constitutes 
a high-quality inclusive environment is needed to continue improving students’ perceptions 
regarding individuals who are different than themselves.  Socialization is the foundation of 
learning the norms and beliefs of our society—and the basis for acceptance into (or rejection by) 
social groups. 
 As an example of the importance of socialization, Rosenbaum & Armstrong’s (1988) 
results showed that initially there were differences in student attitudes toward students with 
disabilities and toward those without disabilities. After students participated in a buddy 
experience student perception changed favorably towards the disabled group.  The author 
contends more programs should be established that encourage positive interactions between 
students with and without disabilities.  Programs need effective design and need to implement 
activities specifically designed to improve student attitudes toward individuals with disabilities. 
It is possible for interactions between students with and without disabilities to be successful 
(Rosenbaum & Armstrong, 1988).  The study relied on student self-reporting which cannot be 
considered in the same context as real-life experiences encountered within the classroom 
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environment.  It is important, when considering program design, that researchers observe the 
actual behaviors of nondisabled students toward their disabled classroom peers.  
Conclusion 
Parents, teachers, the public, and policymakers often believe that children with 
disabilities are receiving adequate and appropriate education because these objectives are 
mandated by federal and state laws.  Federal and state laws are designed to protect the 
educational rights of students with disabilities. More recently students with disabilities have been 
included in activities inside and outside the school environment. Unfortunately, there is little 
information on how social interactions are handled for children with disabilities, particularly 
during middle school. Can social interaction be legislated? If not, what can be done to make 
social interactions more effective for children with and without disabilities?  Does exposure to, 
and interactions with, students with disabilities positively affect perceptions and acceptance of 
them within classrooms?  There is little research designed to address the socialization between 
children with and without disabilities. We still do not fully understand the implications of 
inclusion when evaluating student interaction. A more holistic approach, as described by 
Duerden and Witt (2010), should be used to better establish appropriate services for students 
with disabilities.  The author outlined Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979, 
2005). As a holistic approach EST presents a purpose driven effort to make sure research is 
collected and analyzed considering the five environmental systems that influence a child(i.e., 
child, family, school, culture, and environment (Bronfrenbrenner, 1979, 2005). These 
environmental systems should be considered in developing programs, in classrooms, during the 
administration of programs as well as during the drafting of federal and state legislation. 
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Treatment Toward Students with Disabilities: Legislative Timeline 
 
Year Legislation  Significance  
1970 Elementary and Secondary Education Act   
1973 
 
parents and others started 
lobbying for Education 
for All Handicapped 
Children Act  




prohibits discrimination on the basis of 
disability in employment and in 
educational institutions that receive 
federal funding  
1975  Education for All Handicapped Children 
Act (PL 94-142) renamed Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)  
first major legislation to require all 
schools to develop and provide a free, 
appropriate public education (FAPE) 
for all children and youth with 
disabilities  
1986 Rehabilitation Act of 1973 amended to 
Rehabilitation Act of 1986  
defined supported employment as a 
“legitimate rehabilitation outcome” 
1988  
 
support started for the 
passage of the Americans 
with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) 
 original version of ADA introduced  
1990 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) ensured that school-aged children with 
disabilities were protected outside of 
school 
1990 IDEA renames and changes to PL 94-142 disability replaces handicap and the 
new law requires transition services; 
autism and traumatic brain injury 
added to the eligibility list  
1997 IDEA reauthorized, regular education teachers are 
included in IEP process; ADHD is 
added to list under “other health 
impairment”  
2004 IDEA reauthorized  school personnel given authority in 
special education placement decisions 
and the new law is better aligned with 
No Child Left Behind Act  
2008  ADA Amendments Act of 2008 became 
law  
broadened the scope of who is 
considered disabled under law  
2011  new ADA rules came into effect; rules 
expanded accessibility requirements  
2001 Elementary and Secondary Education Act 












Appendix C  
Consent to Participate in a University Study 
 
Peabody 216    Fayetteville, Arkansas 72701    (479) 575-4209    (479) 575-6676 (Fax) 
College of Education & Health Professions, Department of Curriculum and Instruction 
 
TITLE: Legislating Social Inclusion: Social Interaction and Perceptions of Middle Level Students Toward those 
with Disabilities 
 
Investigator:    Faculty Advisor:     Research Compliance:  
D. NeCol Whitehead, M.S.   Charlene Johnson, Carter, Ph.D.   Ro Windwalker   
Graduate Student     Associate Professor     Compliance Coordinator    
Public Policy      Dept. Of Curriculum and Instruction  
University of Arkansas    University of Arkansas    University of Arkansas  
Fayetteville, AR 72701   Fayetteville, AR 72701    Fayetteville, AR 72701 
             
Date:  April, 2019  
To:  Middle School Parents 
Fayetteville, AR 
From:  Deidre NeCol Whitehead 
 
My name is Deidre NeCol Whitehead, I attend college at the University of Arkansas. I am a graduate student working on 
completing my degree. I would like to conduct an on-line survey with your middle level student. The on-line survey will take 30 
minutes to complete with directions. Please read the information below about the study. You can decide, if your child can or 
cannot participate in the study. 
 
Description: This research investigates the issue of inclusive education for children with disabilities. Early adolescent 
students will complete an on-line survey regarding their attitudes toward peers with disabilities. The study will use the 
Cherdoke-McMaster Attitudes Towards Children with Handicaps (CATCH) scale to ascertain students perceptions 
toward students with disabilities.  
 
Risk and benefits: There are no risks associated with the study. The study is not expected to cause any discomfort to the 
participants. The benefits of the study include encouraging students to think about how they perceive students with 
disabilities.  
 
Voluntary participation: Participation in the study is completely voluntary. Students will not be paid or asked to pay to 
participate in the study.  
 
Confidentiality: All survey responses are anonymous with no names or identifying information indicated. Students are 
assigned a numerical code which is used to identify them and their responses. The list of code numbers and the associated 
responses will be kept in a secure place until the conclusion of the study when the list will be destroyed. This data will be 
analyzed in aggregate form. All information collected will be kept confidential to the extent allowed by law and University 
policy.  
 
Right to withdraw: Students are free to refuse or withdraw from participating in the study at any time. Withdrawing or 
not participating will have no negative consequences or penalties.  
 
Informed consent: I have read the description, including the nature and purpose of the study. I understand my child has 
the freedom to withdraw at any time during the survey/questionnaire. Please sign in the appropriate space below. 
My child CAN participate in the study described above. 
_________________________    ______________________       _____      ________________      _______________   ____ 
Parent/Guardian: Print Name       Signature of Parent/Guardian    Date         Student: Print Name      Student Signature   Date 
 
My child CANNOT participate in the study described above. 
Parent/Guardian: Print Name      Signature of Parent/Guardian    Date          Student: Print Name        Student Signature   Date 
_________________________    ______________________       _____      ________________      _______________   ____  
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Appendix F  
Revised CATCH Survey 
 
INTRODUCTION AND INSTRUCTIONS FOR CATCH QUESTIONNAIRE 
  My name is NeCol Whitehead and I attend college at the University of Arkansas. Your 
parent or guardian has given me permission to give you a survey via a computer with questions 
about students with disabilities and/or students with special needs.  You may have a disability or 
special need, or you may know someone who has one.  Having a disability or special needs 
means having trouble walking, talking, using your arms and hands, seeing, hearing or learning.  
Usually people who have disabilities have them for a long period of time unlike other people 
who may have a cold or a broken leg that usually gets better after a short time.  You do not put 
your name on the survey. All information will be private, and I will not share your responses 
with anyone.  You can decide to not participate or continue to answer the questions.  If you do 
not want to answer the questions, please let me know as soon as possible.   
  I will read each question. Please do not respond until I explain or read the question.    
Do the best you can.  Thank you for agreeing to complete this survey and helping me with my 
school work.  Let’s begin.  The first questions help me learn more about who you are. Complete 
those and let me know when you are done.  Now let’s begin with the examples of how to fill out 
this questionnaire.  First read the statement to yourself and then decide how you feel about the 
statement.  You have 5 boxes to choose from: Strongly Agree, Agree, Can’t Decide, Disagree, or 
Strongly Disagree.  The first example question says, “I like talking to old people.”  If you really 
hate talking to old people, then maybe you’d pick the box “Strongly Disagree” because you do 
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pick the “Disagree” box; or maybe you just don’t really know how you feel about the statement 
so you might pick the “Can’t Decide” box; or maybe you do enjoy talking to old people so you 
might pick the box marked “Agree”; or maybe you really do enjoy talking to old people, so you 
might pick the “Strongly Agree”.  Decide how you feel about the statement and then click one of 
the 5 boxes.  Are there any questions about how to answer the questions?   
  Let’s try the second example question, “Old people have difficulty remembering things.”   
As with the first question, if you really DO NOT believe that old people, have difficulty 
remembering things, then maybe you’d pick the box “Strongly Disagree” because you do not 
agree with the statement at all; or maybe you kind of do not believe that old people have 
difficulty remembering things, so you might pick the “Disagree” box; or maybe you just don’t 
really know how you feel about the statement so you might pick the “Can’t Decide” box; or 
maybe you do believe that old people have difficulty remembering things, so you might pick the 
box marked “Agree”; or maybe you really do believe that old people have difficulty 
remembering things, so you might pick the “Strongly Agree”.  Decide how you feel about the 
statement and then click one of the 5 boxes.  Are there any questions?  Now that we are finished 
with the examples, let’s complete the survey questions.  I will read the question and you will 
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QUESTIONNAIRE ABOUT CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES 
 
1. What is today’s date?    Month     Day       Year  
 
2. What school do you attend  
a. Holt  
b. McNair  
c. Owl Creek  
 
3. What is your birthday  ____________ 
 
4. What is your age ______ 
 
5. What is your race   
a. White (non-Hispanic/Latino) 
b. Hispanic or Latino  
c. Black or African American  
d. Native American or American Indian  
e. Asian/Pacific Islander  
f. Other (please indicate) __  
 
6. Do you have a disability?  Yes ____    No ____  
  If yes, in what way are you disabled    _________________________ 
 
7. Do you have a friend who has a disability?      Yes ___ No ___  
  If yes, does he or she go to school with you      Yes__ No__ 
 
8. In the last week have you talked to or played with a child who has a disability?    
 Yes ___   No ___  
 
9. Does anyone in your family have a disability? Yes __    No __ 
  If yes, is it your:  
a. Mother ____    
b. Father ____     
c. Brother/Sister _____ 
d. Grandparents ____     
e. Aunt/Uncle ____   
f. Cousin ______  
g. Other _____ 
 
10. Who do you currently live with (please choose one)?  
a. Living with mother and father ____   
b. Living with mother not father ____  
c. Living with father not mother ____ 
d. Living neither mother nor father ____   
e. Living with mother and mother ____ 
f. Living with father and father ____  
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EXAMPLES OF HOW TO FILL OUT THE FORM: 
 
1. I enjoy talking to old people.  
2. Old people have difficulty remembering things. 
 
- THERE ARE NO RIGHT OR WRONG ANSWERS. WE JUST WANT TO KNOW YOUR 
IDEAS.  
- PLEASE DO NOT READ AHEAD.  
- THINK ABOUT EACH SENTENCE CAREFULLY.  
 
Responses to questions include the following: 
 
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
1.  I wouldn’t worry if a child with a disability sat next to me in class.   
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
2.  I would not introduce a child with a disability to my friends.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
3.  Children with disabilities can do lots of things for themselves.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
4.  I wouldn’t know what to say to a child with a disability.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
5.  Children with disabilities like to play.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
6.  I feel sorry for children with disabilities.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
7.  I would stick up for a child with a disability who was being teased.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
8.  Children with a disability want lots of attention from adults.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
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9.  I would invite a child with a disability to my birthday party.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
10.  I would be afraid of a child with a disability.   
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
11.  I would talk to a child with a disability who I didn’t know.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
12.  Children with disabilities don’t like to make friends.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
13.  I would like having a child with a disability live next door to me.   
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
14.  Children with disabilities feel sorry for themselves.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
15.  I would be happy to have a child with a disability for a special friend.   
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
16.  I would try to stay away from a child with a disability.   
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
17.  Children with a disability are as happy as I am.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
18.  I would not like a friend with a disability as much as much as my other friends.    
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19.  Children with a disability know how to behave properly.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
20.  In class I wouldn’t sit next to a child with a disability.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
21.  I would be pleased if a child with a disability invited me to his house.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
22.  I try not to look at someone who has a disability.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
23.  I would feel good doing a school project with a child with a disability.   
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
24.  Children with a disability don’t have much fun.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
25.  I would invite a child with a disability to sleep over at my house.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
26.  Being near someone who has a disability scares me.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
27.  Children with a disability are interested in lots of things.   
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
28.  I would be embarrassed if a child with a disability invited me to his birthday party  
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
29.  I would tell my secrets to a child with a disability.    
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30.  Children with a disability are often sad.   
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
31.  I would enjoy being with a child with a disability.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
32.  I would not go to a child with a disability house to play.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
33.  Children with a disability can make new friends.   
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
34.  I feel upset when I see a child with a disability.    
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
35.  I would miss recess to keep a child with a disability company.   
Strongly Disagree Disagree Can’t Decide Agree Strongly Agree 
 
36.  Children with a disability need lots of help to do things.     















Permission to use CATCH and Terminology Change 
 
From: Rosenbaum, Peter <rosenbau@mcmaster.ca> 
Sent: Wednesday, June 17, 2015 7:26 AM 
To: Deidre Whitehead 
Subject: RE: Permission to use CATCH scale?  
  
Good morning. I am the only CATCH researcher still active and I am happy to send you CATCH 
(and PATCH, the parent analogue) to use.   
 
We tell people that they can change the word 'handicapped' to 'disabled' if they wish - the 
terminology has changed in 30 years! - but ask them not to change the scaling or scoring, or to 
use only parts of the measure, because the measurement properties are based on the 36-item 
whole measure. 
 




Peter Rosenbaum, MD, FRCP(C) 
Professor of Paediatrics, McMaster University 
Canada Research Chair in Childhood Disability 2001-14 
Co-Founder, CanChild Centre for Childhood Disability Research 
Editorial Board, Mac Keith Press 
IAHS Building, Room 408 
1400 Main Street West 
Hamilton ON L8S 1C7 







CATCH Attitude Components (A, B, C) 
Affective 
 1.  I wouldn’t worry if a child with a disability sat next to me in class.  (+) 
 6.  I feel sorry for children with disabilities.  (-)  
 10.  I would be afraid of a child with a disability.  (-) 
 13.  I would like having a child with a disability live next door to me.  (+) 
 15.  I would be happy to have a child with a disability for a special friend.  (+) 
 18.  I would not like a friend with a disability as much as much as my other friends.  (-)  
 21.  I would be pleased if a child with a disability invited me to his house.  (+)  
 23.  I would feel good doing a school project with a child with a disability.  (+) 
 26.  Being near someone who has a disability scares me.  (-)  
 28.  I would be embarrassed if a child with a disability invited me to his birthday party (-) 
 31.  I would enjoy being with a child with a disability.  (+)  
 34.  I feel upset when I see a child with a disability.  (-)  
Behavioral  
 2.  I would not introduce a child with a disability to my friends.  (-)  
 4.  I wouldn’t know what to say to a child with a disability.  (-)  
 7.  I would stick up for a child with a disability who was being teased.  (+)  
 9.  I would invite a child with a disability to my birthday party.  (+)  
 11.  I would talk to a child with a disability who I didn’t know.  (+)  
 16.  I would try to stay away from a child with a disability.  (-) 
 20.  In class I wouldn’t sit next to a child with a disability.  (-)  
 22.  I try not to look at someone who has a disability.  (-)  
 25.  I would invite a child with a disability to sleep over at my house.  (+)  
 29.  I would tell my secrets to a child with a disability.  (+)  
 32.  I would not go to a child with a disability house to play.  (-)  





Appendix H (continued) 
Cognitive  
 3.  Children with disabilities can do lots of things for themselves.  (+)  
 5.  Children with disabilities like to play.  (+)  
 8.  Children with a disability want lots of attention from adults.  (-)  
 12.  Children with disabilities don’t like to make friends.  (-)  
 14.  Children with disabilities feel sorry for themselves.  (-)  
 17.  Children with a disability are as happy as I am.  (+)  
 19.  Children with a disability know how to behave properly.  (+)  
 24.  Children with a disability don’t have much fun.  (-)  
 27.  Children with a disability are interested in lots of things.  (+) 
 30.  Children with a disability are often sad (-).   
 33.  Children with a disability can make new friends.  (+) 
 36.  Children with a disability need lots of help to do things.  (-)   
 
 
 
